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iA b strac t
The th e s i s  c o n s id e rs  th e  e te r n a l  problem  of f a te  and f r e e - w i l l  as  i t  
a p p lie s  in th e  M ahabharata, th e  lo n g e s t ep ic  in  any l i t e r a tu r e .  In th e  Indian 
t r a d i t io n  th e  problem i s  exp lored  in  term s o f w hether human be in g s have any 
c o n tro l over t h e i r  own d e s tin y  and th e  w orld around them; o r w hether they a re  
under th e  c o n tro l o f powers and fo rc e s  beyond them.
C hapter 1 exam ines th e  Epic d o c tr in e  o f karma, which in  th eo ry  re p re s e n ts  
th e  id e a l compromise s o lu t io n  fo r  i t  a c ce p ts  th e  im portance o f bo th  determ inism  
and f r e e -w il l  in th e  lo t  o f th e  in d iv id u a l, viewed as an e n t i ty  tra n sm ig ra tin g  
th rough  tim e. The c h a p te r  f in d s  th a t  i t  i s  no t a s o lu tio n  which f in d s  much 
favour w ith th e  p r a v p tt l  o r 't h i s  w orld ly ' s id e  o f Hinduism, which predom inates 
in  th e  Mahabharata. From th e i r  s ta n d p o in t, karma can a l l  too  e a s i ly  seem ju s t  
a n o th e r term  fo r  th e  w orkings o f in s c ru ta b le  fa te .
C hapter 2 exam ines th e  Mahabharata*s view s on p re d e s t in a tio n , th e  idea  th a t  
th e  d e s tin y  of th e  in d iv id u a l i s  c o n tro lle d  from th e  beyond by a god or gods. 
A fte r e s ta b l is h in g  th e  s t r u c tu r e  and n a tu re  o f th e  Epic cosmos, th e  ch a p te r  
co n s id e rs  th e  p a r t  p layed  by gods and g oddesses  in  th e  a f f a i r s  o f m o rta ls  and 
f in d s  th a t  th re e  g r e a t  Gods alone, Brahma, Qiva, and V lsou, can be con sid e red  to  
play  a p red e te rm in in g  ro le  in  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld , fo r  th ey  must fo r  ev er t r y  to  
make good th e  d e f ic ie n c ie s  in th e i r  own c re a tio n . However, th e  deg ree  o f th e i r  
p red e term in in g  in te rv e n tio n  d i f f e r s  accord ing  to  how th ey  a re  conceived. In th e  
th e o lo g ic a l s e c t io n s  th e  g re a t  Gods a re  conceived o f a s  in d e te rm in a te  e ssen ces  
th a t  p red e te rm in e  a l l  a c tio n s ; in  th e  mythology and th e  legends, they  a re  
conceived o f a s  tho rough ly  anthropom orphic be ings who p red e te rm in e  only th e  
e s s e n t ia l  e v e n ts  in  th e i r  d e s ire  to  p re se rv e  th e  o rd er o f th e  tr ip le -w o r ld . The 
freedom o f m o rta ls  i s  th u s  r e s t r i c te d ,  in s te a d  o f nega ted . F in a lly , th e  ch ap te r 
exam ines th e  p o s it io n  o f such p e rso n a lise d  a b s tr a c t io n s  a s  th e  P lacer, th e  
O rdainer, and th e  Ruler, which p lay  a very  prom inent p a r t  in  th e  p roceed ings of 
th e  Mahabharata. Whether, in  any p a r t ic u la r  con tex t, th ey  a re  co n sid e red  to  be 
an independent fo rce , an e p ith e t  o f a g re a t  God, o r im personal f a te  th in ly
veiled , they  in v a r ia b ly  p lay  a much more thorough  p red e te rm in in g  ro le  in the  
a f f a i r s  o f th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .
C hapter 3 c o n s id e rs  th e  Mahabharata's view s on how th e  d e s tin y  o f the  
in d iv id u a l i s  c o n tro lle d  from th e  beyond by th e  im personal fo rc e s  o f f a t e  and 
Time. A fte r  exam ining th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f c le a r ly  d is t in g u is h in g  betw een p e rso n a l 
and im personal fo rc e s  o f c o n tro l, th e  c h a p te r  co n s id e rs  th e  ran g e  of 
c ircum stances  in  which im personal f a te  i s  c ite d  as th e  c a u sa tiv e  fo rce . I t  a lso  
em erges th a t  f a t e  i s  conceived in  q u i te  d i f f e re n t  ways. In some c o n te x ts  i t  is  
in sc ru ta b le  and p u rp o se le ss , and in  o th e r  c o n te x ts  i t  assum es a m oral dimension. 
Equally, in  some c o n te x ts  i t  i s  considered  to  be a ll-p o w e rfu l  and in e lu c ta b le , 
p rede term in ing  a l l  e v e n ts  and a c tio n s ; bu t e lsew here  f a te  i s  a fo rc e  th a t  can be 
overcome or made fav o u rab le .
C hapter 4 co n s id e rs  th e  M ahabharata's views p e r ta in in g  to  human f re e -w il l ,  
The c h ap te r examines: v a rio u s  'comprom ise' answ ers o ffe re d , in  which o u ts id e  
fo rc e s  of c o n tro l  and in d iv id u a l freedom a l l  p lay  a p a r t ;  th e  co n s id e rab le  
im portance a tta c h e d  to  human e f f o r t  and ex e rtio n ; th e  means by which 
in d iv id u a ls  can c o n tro l th e i r  own d e s tin y  ( s a c r if ic e , tapas , knowledge and 
devotion); and th e  problem of in d iv id u a l r e s p o n s ib il i ty .
C hapter 5 a n a ly se s  th e  problem o f f a te  and f r e e -w il l  in  th e  most famous 
s in g le  component o f th e  Epic, th e  B hagavadgita. The c h a p te r  a rg u e s  th a t  e f f o r t s  
to  find  th e  G ita 's  answ er to  th e  problem a re  m isguided fo r  th e  G ita  o f f e r s  
v a rio u s  answ ers. The c h a p te r  does su g g e s t what was th e  th e  favoured  view of 
th e  G ita 's  au th o r, bu t a rg u e s  th a t  he e f f e c tiv e ly  underm ined th i s  s o lu tio n  out 
o f a d e s ire  to  b u ild  up th e  p o s itio n  o f h is  p e rso n a l God, a v i t a l  component in 
th e  G ita 's  answ er to  th e  contem porary  c r i s i s  in th e  orthodox  t r a d i t io n .
The conclusion  p o in ts  to  th e  g re a t  v a r ie ty  o f s o lu t io n s  th e  Mahabharata 
o f fe r s  to  th i s  e te r n a l  problem, bu t em phasises th a t  d e s p ite  th e  f a t a l i s t i c  image 
o f Hinduism, th e  Mahabharata -  fo r  v a rio u s  im portan t re a so n s  -  has a s  much, i f  
no t more, to  say  abou t th e  e ff ic a c y  o f human a c tio n  and f re e -w il l .
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4In tro d u c tio n
The problem o f f a te  or p re d e s t in a tio n  v e rsu s  f r e e -w il l ,  p rovidence v e rsu s  
chance, o r determ ined  v e rsu s  open un iv erse , o r however th e  o p p o s itio n s  have been 
defined  over th e  cou rse  o f tim e, has been a c o n s id e rab le  p reoccupation  of 
w estern  th in k e rs . The problem  i t s e l f  may be b r ie f ly  p u t as  fo llow s. There i s  an 
apparen t c o n tra d ic tio n  betw een an e n t i r e ly  o rdered  and p re d ic ta b le  u n iv e rse  (be 
th a t  o rd e r  due to  fa te , God, th e  s ta r s ,  o r  s c ie n t i f i c  c a u sa tio n )  in  which th e  
f r e e -w il l  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l can fin d  no p lace; and a u n iv e rse  in  which th e  f re e ­
w ill  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l i s  un lim ited , bu t a l l  o rd er and p a t te rn  i s  rep laced  by th e  
m eaningless p lay  o f chance,
The ex ac t o r ig in s  o f th e  d eb a te  on th is  problem a re  obscure , bu t c e r ta in ly  
an c ien t Greek th in k e rs  had c le a r ly  fo rm ula ted  th e  o p p o s itio n s  by th e  fo u r th  
cen tu ry  B.C. The d eb a te  con tinued  amongst C h ris tian  th in k e rs , though on somewhat 
d i f f e re n t  te rm s fo r  th ey  were more tro u b le d  by th e  in t r a c ta b le  is s u e  o f our 
f re e  w ill  a s  opposed to  God's foreknow ledge th a t  we w ill  s in . In more re c e n t 
tim es th e  o p p o s itio n s  o f th e  problem have been c o n tin u a lly  re d e f in e d  in 
seem ingly ev e r more s o p h is t ic a te d  and complex term s, th a t  a t  tim es may even 
seem to  d ism iss  th e  problem a s  a mere v e rb a l m isu n d e rs ta n d in g .1
While th e s e  e ru d i te  argum ents may s a t i s f y  some p h ilo so p h e rs  and 
th eo lo g ian s , n e v e r th e le s s  fo r  more o rd in a ry  m o rta ls  th ey  h a rd ly  p rov ide  a 
p sy ch o lo g ica lly  com fortab le  s o lu tio n  to  th e  sim ple and s tr a ig h tfo rw a rd  q u e s tio n s  
th a t  provoked th e  whole deba te  and underlay  i t  th ro u g h o u t. Do human beings have 
any c o n tro l over th e i r  own d e s tin y  and th e  world around them; o r a re  they  under 
th e  c o n tro l o f powers, fo rc e s  and c ircum stances  beyond them? Is  man com pletely  
dependent, c o n tro lle d  from th e  o u ts id e , o r th e  a r c h i te c t  o f h ie  own fo r tu n e s?
Are human a c tio n  and e f f o r t  m eaningful o r f u t i le ?
Though th e  q u e s tio n s  a re  sim ple, human p e rc e p tio n s  abou t such q u e s tio n s  as
1> P. Edwards and A. Pap, A Modern In tro d u c tio n  to  Philosophy: rea d in g s  from 
c la s s ic a l  and contem porary so u rces , pp.2-10.
5th e  d e s tin y  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l, human re s p o n s ib il i ty , th e  n a tu re  o f  the  d iv ine  and 
ou r r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  d iv ine, a re  a l l  a f fe c te d  by th e  answ ers given. Thus th e  
problem i s  c e n tr a l  to  man's e n d le ss  a ttem p t to  u n d ers tan d  and d e fin e  ex is ten ce , 
and to  a rra n g e  h is  l i f e  acco rd ing ly . And th is  is  why p h ilo so p h ica lly  e le g a n t 
so lu tio n s  w ill  never p rov ide  a s a t i s fy in g  so lu tio n  fo r  o rd in a ry  in d iv id u a ls .
Now, we must obv iously  beware 'f in d in g ' o r m anufactu ring  in  o th e r  c u l tu ra l  
t r a d i t io n s  problem s th a t  r e a l ly  preoccupy our own; and i t  seem s f a i r  to  say  th a t  
th e  s o p h is t ic a te d  p h ilo so p h ica l tre a tm e n t o f th e se  o p p o s itio n s  has been very  
much a w este rn  concern. However, th e  problem of th e  n a tu re  o f human ac tio n , in 
a l l  i t s  ra m ific a tio n s , i s  one th a t  has g r e a t ly  absorbed  Ind ian  in te l le c tu a l  
e n e rg ie s  th roughou t th e  p a ssin g  m illen ia . As P ro fe sso r  van B uitenen no tes: 'The 
a t te n t io n  and d e lib e ra t io n  devoted  by Indian, e sp e c ia lly  Hindu, th in k e rs  to  th e  
n a tu re  o f a c tio n s , th e i r  components, th e i r  cond itions , and th e i r  consequences a re  
to  th e  non-Ind ian  s tu d e n t s ta g g e r in g . This phenomenon began w ith  th e  e a r l i e s t  
o f th e  Vedas and has con tinued  to  th is  day ."  Indeed, w ith  B uddhists, J a in l s ts ,  
A jlv ikas, orthodox Hindus, and o th e rs  a l l  propounding th e i r  own form ulas fo r 
karma, dharma and mok$a, then  i t  i s  no wonder th a t  th e  q u e s tio n  o f human a c tio n  
was one o f th e  most debated  and d iv is iv e  is s u e s  du ring  th e  v a s t  r e l ig io u s  r e ­
o r ie n ta t io n  which occurred  betw een approx im ately  600 B.C. and 500 A.D. I t  w il l  be 
no ted  th a t  when, p r io r  to  th e  b a t t le ,  Arjuna i s  a t  h is  w its  end a s  to  where h is  
du ty  lay, Kp?pa conso les him w ith  th e  r e f le c t io n :  'What i s  a c tio n ?  What i s  non­
ac tio n ?  H erein even th e  sag es  a re  confounded,'35
And an im portan t p a r t  o f th e  g e n e ra l a t te n t io n  devoted  to  th e  n a tu re  o f 
a c tio n  was th e  p e re n n ia l q u e s tio n  o f th e  m ean ingfu lness and e f f ic a c y  o f human 
ac tio n , a q u e s tio n  th a t  has perhaps been o f vary ing  concern to  most c u l tu r a l  
t r a d i t io n s .  The problem, though, was not fo rm ula ted  in  such  n e a t and t id y
1) J.A.B. van B uitenen ted. and tra n s .) , The B hagavadg ita  in  th e  M ahSbhSrata. 
p .14.
2) Klip karma kim akarm eti kavayo a p y a tra  m ohital?/
T a t te  karma pravakfySm i . . . / /  Bh.G, 4.16.
W estern term s a s  'd e te rm in ism ' and 'f r e e - w il l ',  but more in  te rm s o f man's 
cap ac ity  to  f re e ly  choose, and by h is  own e f f o r t s  to  a t ta in ,  a  p a r t ic u la r  end -  
which can h a rd ly  be c a lle d  an y th in g  e ls e  bu t th e  problem  o f  f r e e -w il l .  The is s u e  
was p a r t ic u la r ly  a c u te  fo r  th e  he te rodox  movements, concerned a s  they  were w ith  
man's a b i l i ty  to  p u rsu e  and a t t a in  th rough  h is  own e x e r t io n s  th e  s t a t e  o f mok$a, 
o r 'l ib e ra tio n *  from cond itioned  e x is te n ce . Wandering a s c e t ic s  a t  th e  tim e were 
a c tu a lly  c la s s i f ie d  in to  two broad g roups depending on th e i r  d o c tr in e  o f th e  
e ff ic a c y  o f  human ac tio n : th e  k r iy a v a d in s  (or karmavadins), who b e liev ed  th a t  
human deeds did  y ie ld  f r u i t  and th a t  human e f f o r t  would lead  to  r e le a s e  from 
sa ip slra ; and th e  a k riy a v ad in s , fo r  whom a l l  human e f f o r t  was f r u i t l e s s ,  and who 
adv ised  a b s te n tio n  from a c tio n .1 However, in  one way o r an o th er, th e  
m ean ingfu lness and e ff ic a c y  o f human a c tio n  were conundrums th a t  tro u b le d  Hindu 
th in k e rs , be th ey  th eo lo g ia n s  o r s to r y te l le r s ,  j u s t  a s  much a s  t h e i r  he te rodox  
c o u n te rp a r ts .
The d eg ree  and v a r ie ty  o f Hindu concern i s  nowhere more e v id en t than  in  
th o se  g re a t  compendiums o f Hindu l i t e r a tu r e ,  th e  Epics. Indeed, e x p lo ra tio n  of 
th e  theme o f human a c tio n  i s  perhaps e sp e c ia lly  re le v a n t  to  th e  s e t t in g  o f Epic 
l i t e r a tu r e .  The g re a t  Epics, th e  MahabhSrata and th e  Ramayapa, hold a s p e c ia l  
p lace  in th e  r e l ig io u s  l i t e r a tu r e  o f Ind ia  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  th ey  t e l l  a 
con tinuous and coheren t s to ry  concern ing  th e  deeds o f h e ro ic  human and d iv ine  
f ig u re s . As such, th e  Epic n a r r a to r s  could  hard ly  ig n o re  th e  q u e s tio n  of th e  
e f fe c tiv e n e s s  o f human ac tio n . To tak e  b u t one c o n s id e ra tio n , i f  th e  rea d e r  (or 
more c o rre c tly  l i s t e n e r )  i s  to  accep t th e  c a s tin g  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l  c h a ra c te rs  as  
g re a t  h e ro es , then  th ey  m ust f e e l  th a t  th e i r  a c tio n s  do a f f e c t  th e  cou rse  o f
1) See L.O. Gomez, 'Some a s p e c ts  o f th e  f r e e -w il l  q u e s tio n  in  th e  N ikayas', 
Philosophy E ast and West, vol.25 (1975), pp.203-19; a ls o  K.N, J a y a ti l le k e , 
E arly  B uddhist Theory o f Knowledge, pp .140-1, 261, 444-46 , 469 and W.S. 
K arunaratne, 'Concepts o f Freedom and R e sp o n s ib ility  in  Theravada Buddhism', 
U n iv e rs ity  o f Ceylon Review, vol. 17 (1959), pp .76-77 . W ithin th e se  
c la s s i f ic a t io n s  th e re  w ere o f  co u rse  many fu r th e r  d if fe re n c e s  on th e  deg ree  
(or th e  absence) o f man's m oral freedom,
7ev en ts , and th a t  th ey  a re  in  some way re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e s e  ev e n ts . I f  th e  
c h a ra c te rs  a re  p o rtra y ed  a s  mere m a rio n e tte s  a t  th e  mercy o f fo rc e s  beyond 
th e i r  co n tro l, th ey  w ill  n o t come a c ro ss  a s  convincing h e ro es . But equally , a 
c h a ra c te r  in  t o t a l  c o n tro l o f h is  d e s tin y  and environm ent may not make a 
convincing hero , fo r  th e  pa th  to  heroism  n e c e s s a r i ly  In c lu d es  s tru g g le  and even 
su ffe r in g . Thus, fo r  th e  Epic n a r r a to r s  th e  problem i s  d i f f ic u l t ,  and c e r ta in ly  
unavoidable.
As w ell, what th e  Mahabharata does have to  say about th e  problem i s
arguab ly  o f co n s id e rab le  s ig n if ic a n c e  given  i t s  p e c u lia r ly  s p e c ia l  encyclopaedic
n a tu re ; and th e  im portance o f th e  h i s to r ic a l  period  in  which i t  evolved. Perhaps
van B uitenen -  who su re ly  has more r ig h t  to  speak th an  most -  b e s t  d e sc r ib e s
th e  immense achievem ent th a t  i s  th e  Mahabharata. A ccounting fo r  why i t  came to
be considered  a s  th e  'f i f t h  Veda', he w rite s :
How, i t  may be reaso n ab ly  asked, could a loose  c o lle c tio n  o f e p ic a l cyc les 
ever a t t a in  th is  high, though ambiguous, p o s itio n ?  The answ er i s  th a t  The 
Mahabharata became th e  founding l ib ra ry  o f B rahm in-Indian c iv i l iz a tio n . I t  
i s  n e c essa ry  to  u nders tand  th e  ep ic  a s  an encyclopaed ia  of th a t  
c iv i l iz a tio n :  i t  in c lu d es  th e  b a s ic  s to ry  o f QakuntalS, so  b e a u ti fu l ly  
em broidered by K a lid asa  in  h is  drama o f th a t  name, as  w ell a s  th e  b as ic  
s to ry  o f The Ramayava, which in  th e  p o e tic  vo ice o f V alm lki i s  i t s e l f  th e  
second g re a t  Ind ian  epic. I t  in c lu d es  h is to ry , legend, e d if ic a t io n ;  re l ig io n  
and a r t ;  drama and m o ra lity . I f  an analogy were to  be made to  w estern  
c u ltu re , one would have to  im agine som ething l ik e  th e  fo llow ing: an Iliad, 
r a th e r  le s s  t ig h t ly  s t r u c tu r e d  th an  i t  now is , in c o rp o ra tin g  an 
ab b re v ia te d  v e rs io n  o f The Odyssey, q u i te  a b i t  o f  Hesiod, some adap ted  
sequences from H erodotus, a s s im ila te d  and d i s to r te d  p re -S o c ra tic  
fragm en ts, S o c ra te s  by way o f P la to  by way of P lo tin u s , a f a i r  p ro p o rtio n  
o f th e  G ospels by way o f m ora liz ing  s to r ie s ,  w ith  th e  whole complex o f 
200,000 l in e s  worked over, e d ited , po lished , and v e r s i f ie d  in  hexam eters 
by su c c e ss iv e  waves o f anonymous church f a th e rs .  In  th e  W estern t r a d i t io n  
th i s  seem s in c re d ib le . In th e  Ind ian  c iv i l iz a t io n  The Mahabharata i s  a 
f a c t .1
For an Ind ian  assessm en t o f th e  MahSbhSrata*s im portance we may tu rn  to  th e  
no ted  sc h o la r  P ro fe sso r  R.N. Dandekar, a jo in t  e d ito r  o f  th e  C r i t ic a l  E d itio n  
i t s e l f .
But i t  i s  no t only i t s  s iz e  th a t  e n t i t l e s  th e  MahSbhSrata to  th e  claim  of 
un iqueness. I t s  c o n te n ts  too  a re  unique in  many re s p e c ts .  Even a c a su a l
1) J.A.B. van B uitenen, 'The Ind ian  Epic', in  E.C, Dimock <ed.), The L i te r a tu r e s  o f 
Indfau p.53,
8re a d e r  o f th e  MahSbharata would be s tru c k  by i t s  e s s e n t ia l ly  
encyclopaedic  c h a ra c te r . Indeed, i t  may be sa id  to  be embodying alm ost a l l  
knowledge about Ind ian  re l ig io n  and m ythology, law, e th ic s  and philosophy, 
s t a t e c r a f t  and a r t  o f war, and h is to ry  and ethno logy , which had been 
c u rre n t in  th a t  epoch,1
So long a s  we s u b s t i tu t e  th e  word Hindu fo r  Indian, th e  assessm en t becomes more
r e a l i s t i c .  Perhaps le s s  d isp u ta b le  is  D andekar's a ssessm en t o f th e  appeal th e
Mahabharata has come to  ex erc ise :
And th e  l i t e r a r y  works, which have l e f t  an ab id in g  im prin t on th e  so c io ­
r e l ig io u s  l i f e  sponsored  by Hinduism, a re  no t so much th e  Veda a s  th e  
popu lar ep ics. Even, among th e se  popular ep ics, i f  th e re  i s  any one s in g le  
work which has  proved to  be o f th e  g r e a te s t  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  th e  making o f 
th e  l i f e  and though t o f  th e  Ind ian  people and whose t r a d i t io n  co n tin u es  
to  l iv e  even to  t h i s  day and in flu en ce , in  one way o r an o th er, th e  v a rio u s  
a s p e c ts  o f Ind ian  l i f e ,  i t  i s  th e  Mahabharata, th e  g re a t  n a tio n a l  ep ic  o f 
Ind ia . Men and women in  Ind ia  from one end o f  th e  cou n try  to  th e  o th e r , 
w hether young o r old, w hether r ic h  o r poor, w hether h igh  o r low, w hether 
sim ple o r s o p h is t ic a te d , s t i l l  d e riv e  en ligh tenm en t, e n te r ta in m e n t, 
in s p ira t io n , and gu idance from th e  Mahabharata. In tim es  o f s t r e s s  and 
t r i a l ,  th e  MahSbharata has g iven co n so la tio n  and brought a m essage o f 
hope a s  much to  an i l l i t e r a t e  v i l la g e r  as to  an experienced  s ta tesm an , 
Ind ian  w r i te r s ,  an c ie n t and modem, have found in  th e  s to r i e s  o f th e  g re a t  
ep ic  e x c e lle n t v e h ic le s  fo r  th e  ex p ress io n  o f t h e i r  c re a tiv e  gen iu s . ... 
There is ,  indeed, no departm ent o f Ind ian  l i f e ,  p u b lic  o r p r iv a te , which is  
no t v i ta l ly  in flu en ced  by th e  g re a t  epic. I t  would no t be an e x ag g era tio n  
to  say  th a t  th e  people o f In d ia  have le a rn t  to  th in k  and a c t in  te rm s o f 
th e  Mahabharata.s
In  b r ie f ,  amongst a l l  le v e ls  o f  so c ie ty  th roughou t th e  c e n tu r ie s , th e
Mahabharata h a s  achieved  th e  p o s it io n  o f  being th e  most po p u lar body o f
l i t e r a tu r e  in  th e  Hindu t r a d i t io n .
H is to r ic a lly , th e  MahSbharata, in  th e  form th a t  i t  ta k e s  in  th e  C r i t ic a l  
E d ition , was compiled over a p e rio d  o f some e ig h t c e n tu r ie s  betw een about 400 
B.C. to  400 A.D. The p e riod  saw th e  d ec lin e  o f th e  Vedic and Brahm anical f a i th s ,  
th e  r i s e  and d e c lin e  o f opposing h e te rodox  f a i th s  (no tab ly  Buddhism, Jain ism  and 
th e  A jiv ikas), th e  em ergence o f th e  c a s te  system , th e  working out o f th e  Hindu 
t r a d i t io n  in  i t s  developed form, th e  in cu rs io n s  o f th e  Greeks, S cy th ians and 
Kushans, and th e  em ergence o f th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  g re a t  a l l - In d ia n  em pires, th e
1) 'The MahSbhSratai O rig in  and Growth', in  R.N. Dandekar, E x e rc ises  in  Indologv, 
p.264.
2) Ib id ., p,263.
9Mauryans. While we should  not expect th a t  e ig h t c e n tu r ie s  o f Indian c iv i l i s a t io n  
have been pu t in to  t h i s  g re a t  'book', n e v e rth e le ss , fo r  an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f Hindu 
views on th e  m ean ingfu lness o f human ac tio n , th e  MahabhSrata should  be a 
p ro f i ta b le  source; and one th a t  a s  ye t has sc a rc e ly  been e x p lo i te d .1
These view s, i t  should  be noted, may w ell be b iased  tow ards th e  concerns o f 
th e  p redom inantly  brahmin c a s te  and male re d a c to rs  who gave th e  Mahabharata 
i t s  f in a l  form. But fo r tu n a te ly  th e  Mahabharata, a s  W in te rn itz  n o te s , was too 
much of a popu lar work and was too  im portan t a l i t e r a r y  concern  fo r  i t  to  
become th e  veh ic le  o f such narrow and e x c lu s iv e  i n te r e s t s  a lo n e .K
We should  add th a t  fo r  our purpose th e  te x t  o f th e  Mahabharata i s  th a t  o f 
th e  Poona C r i t ic a l  E d ition . A dm ittedly, th e  whole r a t io n a le  o f th e  C r i t ic a l  
E d ition , and by im p lica tio n  th e  very  Im portance o f th e  h i s to r ic a l  method fo r  the  
study  o f th e  Hindu r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t io n ,  h as  been se v e re ly  q u estio n ed  by v a rio u s  
sc h o la rs  who would p r e fe r  to  t r e a t  th e  Mahabharata a s  som ething l ik e  a tim e le s s  
myth in  which a l l  e lem en ts a re  to  be t r e a te d  a s  s im u ltan eo u s and eq u a lly  v a lid .3 
W hatever va lue  th e  r e s u l t s  of t h i s  l a t t e r  approach may y ie ld , a s  a s tu d e n t of 
h is to ry  I must n e c e s s a r i ly  adhere  to  th e  im portance o f ex p la in in g  change 
th rough  tim e, which i s  o f cou rse  th e  d is t in c t iv e  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  o f th e  h i s to r ic a l  
d isc ip lin e . From th i s  p o in t o f view th e  im portance o f th e  C r i t ic a l  E d ition  which, 
accord ing  to  i t s  e d i to r  Sukthankar, m erely aims 'to  r e c o n s tru c t  the o ld e s t form 
o f  the te x t  which i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  reach , on th e  b a s is  o f th e  m anuscrip t 
m a te r ia l  available*,-4 i s  s e lf -e v id e n t .  In  th e  f in a l  a n a ly s is , th e  C r i t ic a l  E d ition
1> For an in tro d u c to ry  survey , se e  J. Bruce Long, 'The Concepts o f Human Action 
and R eb irth  in  th e  M a h a b h a r a ta in  W.D, O 'F laherty  (ed.), Karma and R eb irth  in 
C la s s ic a l Ind ian  T ra d itio n s , pp.38-60,
2) M. W in tern itz , A H isto ry  o f Indian  L ite ra tu re , v o l .l ,  pp.316-20.
3> See th e  exchange betw een M, B iardeau, ('Some more c o n s id e ra tio n s  about te x tu a l  
c r i t ic is m ' Fur ana, vol. 10 (1968), p t.2 , 'The S to ry  o f K S rtav iry a  w ithou t 
R eco n stru c tio n ,' Pur ana, vol. 12 (1970), p t,2 )  and V.M. Bedekar ( 'P rin c ip le s  of 
MahabhSrata t e x tu a l  c r it ic ism : th e  need fo r  a re s ta te m e n t ',  Pur ana, vol. 11 
(1969), p t.2 ); and th e  d isc u ss io n  by J.A.B. van B uitenen  ( tra n s . and ed.), The 
M ahabharata. vol. 3, pp. 142-54,
4) V.S. Sukthankar, 'Prolegom ena', The Adiparvan. p .lxxxvi. ( I t a l i c s  in  o r ig in a l.)
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r e tu rn s  us to  a t e x t  o f about th e  6 th  cen tu ry  A.D., and i t  th u s  form s an 
in v a lu ab le  to o l  in  s tu d y in g  changes and c o n tin u it ie s  to  th e  Hindu t ra d i t io n .  This 
is  not to  say th a t  th e  s tu d y  o f change w ith in  th e  Hindu t r a d i t io n  i s  easy, more 
e s p e c ia lly  g iven  th e  n o to rio u s  Ind ian  lack  o f in te r e s t  in  chronology and any 
t r u e  h i s to r ic a l  dim ension. But th e  d i f f ic u l ty  o f th e  ta s k  i s  no reaso n  to  
downgrade o r d ism iss  i t s  im portance.
F ina lly , i t  shou ld  be exp la ined  th a t  a l l  t r a n s la t io n s  from th e  Mahabharata 
a re  th e  a u th o rs . T his i s  no t to  claim  any s p e c ia l s ta n d in g  fo r  them: f a r  from i t  
in  fa c t, fo r  I  am no S a n s k r i t is t ,  and an e x c e lle c t t r a n s la t io n  by van B uitenen 
e x is t s  fo r  th e  f i r s t  f iv e  o f th e  e ig h te e n  parvans  o f  th e  Mahabharata. B esides 
th e  fa c t  th a t  th e re  i s  no adeq u ate  t r a n s la t io n  a t  a l l  fo r  th e  rem aining th i r te e n  
parvans, a p o s t-g ra d u a te  th e s is  i s  p rim arily  an e x e rc ise , and p a r t  o f th e  
e x e rc ise  in  t h i s  s o r t  o f th e s is  should  be p rep a rin g  o n e 's  own t r a n s la t io n s .  The 
in te n tio n  th roughou t has been to  t r a n s la te  th e  o r ig in a l  S a n sk rit a s  f a i th f u l ly  
a s  p o s s ib le  w ith in  th e  bounds o f ren d e rin g  i t  in to  re a d a b le  E nglish , However, no 
doubt fo r  th e  f i r s t  f iv e  parvans  th e  Epic bards would have a p p re c ia te d  much 
more some o f van B u iten en 's  d e l ig h tf u l  tu rn s  o f ph rase . Where m yths and legends 
have been summ arised, th e  in te n tio n  has again  been to  fo llow  th e  wording and 
'f la v o u r ' o f  th e  o r ig in a l  a s  much a s  p o ss ib le .
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Chapter 1: Karma
The most prom inent and notew orthy  o f  th e  Indian  th e o r ie s  concern ing  th e  n a tu re  
o f human a c tio n  in  a l l  th e  post-V ed ic  Indian r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t io n s  i s  th e  d o c tr in e  of 
karma. In th e  Mahabharata, i f  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma had in  p ra c t ic e  anyth ing  lik e  
th e  im portance norm ally  a t t r ib u te d  to  i t  by brahmin th e o lo g ia n s  and gramapa 
te a c h e rs , th en  th e  o p p o sitio n  betw een f a te  and f r e e -w il l  would p reven t l i t t l e  to  be 
tro u b le d  about. For th e o re tic a l ly , th e  d o c tr in e  of karma p u ts  a person  in  charge of 
h is  own d estin y ; and allow s th e  in d iv id u a l to  have som ething o f th e  o rd er o f th e  
determ ined  u n iv e rse , and som ething o f th e  freedom o f th e  open un iverse .
The post-V ed ic  th eo ry  o f  karma, i t  i s  im portan t to  no te , c o n s is ts  o f two 
components betw een which th e re  i s  no n e c essa ry  connection . On th e  one hand, th e re  i s  
th e  d o c tr in e  o f sajpsara, or tra n sm ig ra tio n , an idea th a t  a p p ears  w ith  co n sid e rab le  
frequency  amongst world c u l tu r e s ,1 On th e  o th e r  hand, th e re  i s  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma 
or 'a c tio n 1, which in  essen ce  i s  th e  n o tion  th a t  a l l  a c tio n s  <good and bad) inexorab ly  
produce a consequen t e f f e c t  o r ' f r u i t ' ;  w hether th a t  ' f r u i t '  i s  in  term s o f rew ard 
and punishm ent in  t h i s  world, heaven and h e ll , or tra n sm ig ra tio n , i s  s t r i c t l y  
speaking  a n o th e r m a tte r . E s s e n tia lly , karma i s  th e  id ea  o f a c tio n  and re a c tio n , cause 
and e f f e c t ,  as  app lied  to  e th ic s .^
The o r ig in  and developm ent o f th e se  two d o c tr in e s  i s  la rg e ly  unknown and very 
s p e c u la tiv e .3 I t  i s  no t u n t i l  th e  e a r ly  Upani$ads th a t  we se e  them come to g e th e r  to  
re v e a l  th e  f i r s t  glim pse o f th a t  'm ag n ificen tly  lo g ic a l ''1 d o c tr in e  o f karma which was 
to  so  preoccupy Indian  re l ig io u s  philosophy and though t, The f i r s t  form of th e  'new' 
th eo ry  may be found in  th e  Bphadaragiyaka [/pani?adiB bu t even th en  i t  i s  p resen ted
1) See G. O beyesekere, 'The R eb irth  E schatology and I t s  T ransfo rm ations: A 
C o n trib u tio n  to  th e  Sociology o f E arly  Buddhism' in  O 'F laherty , o p .c it., pp. 137-47; 
'T ran sm ig ra tio n ' in  W. H astings  (ed.), Encyclopaedia o f R elig ion  and E th ics, vol. 12, 
pp. 425-440.
2) See R.C, Zaehner, Hinduism, p.59; J. M iller, Cosmic V ision o f  th e  Vedas,
p. 151; E.W. Hopkins, 'M o d ifica tio n s  o f th e  Karma D octrine ', Jo u rn a l o f th e  Royal 
A s ia tic  S ociety , v o l.x x v ii <1906), p,582.
3) W.D. O 'F laherty , 'In tro d u c tio n ' in  O 'F laherty , o p .c it.. p p .x i i-x v ii i .
4) A.L. Basham, The Wonder That was Ind ia . p,242.
5) A.B. Keith, The R elig ion  and Philosophy o f th e  V eda,and Upanisads, vol.2, pp.570-81.
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in  a way th a t  would su g g e s t th a t  i t  was s t i l l  te n ta t iv e ,  s e c re t iv e  and la rg e ly
unknown. In th i s  Upanipad, th e  sag e  Y ajhavalkya i s  asked by h is  f r ie n d  A rtabhaga
what su rv iv e s  when th e  c o n s ti tu e n t  p a r ts  o f th e  raicrocosm ic body r e tu r n  to  th e i r
macrocosmic c o u n te rp a r ts . Y ajhavalkya exp la ins;
'A rtabhaga, (my) good (frien d ), take  my hand. We two a lone  m ust know of th is ;  
th i s  i s  no t fo r  us two (to  d isc u ss )  in  p u b lic .' The two o f them went fo r th  
(and) d e lib e ra te d . (And) what they  spoke o f was karma (ac tion ); (and) then  
what they  p ra ise d  was karma (action): 'One becomes good by good (ac tion ), e v il  
by e v i l  (a c tio n ) . '1
In a sub seq u en t passag e  Y ajhavalkya d e sc r ib e s  th e  d e p a r tu re  o f  th e  so u l from th e  
body and f u r th e r  e x p la in s  th is  'new' d o c tr in e  and i t s  consequences fo r  th e  
ind iv idual:
The p o in t o f h is  h e a r t  beg ins to  sh ine , (and) by th i s  l ig h t  th e  so u l ( atman> 
d e p a r ts  ou t o f th e  eye o r  ou t o f th e  head o r o u t o f o th e r  p a r ts  o f th e  body, 
(And) th e  l i f e  b re a th  iprapa) comes ou t a f t e r  th e  d e p a rtin g  (soul). He (the  
so u l)  becomes endowed w ith  in te ll ig e n c e . What is  in te l l ig e n c e  d e p a rts  (w ith 
him) too . His knowledge and h is  a c tio n s  and h is  form er in te l l ig e n c e  rem ain 
c lasped  to  him (th e  sou l). Now, a s  a g ra s s - le e c h , having  reached  th e  end o f a 
b lade o f g ra s s , draw s i t s e l f  to g e th e r  as  i t  b eg ins a n o th e r  c ro ss in g  over (to  a 
new blade o f g r a s s >, even so, th is  so u l, having s tru c k  down th e  body and 
d isp e lle d  i t s  ignorance, draw s i t s e l f  to g e th e r  a s  i t  b eg ins an o th e r  c ro ss in g  
over ( to  a new body). ... As one a c ts ,  a s  one l iv e s , so  does one become. The 
doer o f good becomes good, The doer o f e v i l  becomes e v il . One (becomes) 
v ir tu o u s  by v ir tu o u s  a c tio n , e v i l  by e v i l  (ac tion ).*
In l a t e r  L/pani$ads and th e  subsequen t Hindu t r a d i t io n ,  th e s e  d o c tr in e s  a re  
e la b o ra te d  w ith  much d e ta i l  and even g r e a te r  v a r ie ty , a l l  o f which makes ta lk in g  of 
a s in g le  th eo ry  o f  karma q u ite  fa tu o u s . N everthe less, behind a l l  th e  p e rm u ta tio n s , 
th e  sim ple lo g ic  o f th e se  new d o c tr in e s  rem ains: every  in d iv id u a l, in  th e  co u rse  o f 
su c c e ss iv e  e x is te n c e s / re a p s  th e  ' f r u i t '  o f  h is  own a c tio n s  perform ed in  p rev io u s
1) Ahara somya h a s ta m a r ta b h a g a / A vam evaitasya v ed ify a v o  na n a v e ta ts a ja n a  i t i /  Tau 
hotkram ya m a n tra y a h c a k ra te / Tau ha yadQcatutj karma ha iv a  ta d u c a tu lj/ Atha 
yatpra<ja<jahsatub karma ha iva  ta tp ra g a ^ a h sa tu h / Punyo v a i punyena karm an§ bhava ti 
papah p a p e n e ti /  T a to  ha ja r a tk a r a v a  a r ta b h a g a  u p a ra ra m a // Bphadaranyakopani$ad, 
3.2.13,
2) Tasya h a ita s y a  hpdayasyagraip p ra d y o ta te /  Tena p rad y o te n a i? a  StmS n i?k r5 m ati 
ca k $ u ? t°  vS mQrdhno v5 anyebhyo vS 9a rlrad e$ eb h y ah / TamutkrSmantaip p rano  
a n u tk ra m a ti/  S av ijnano  b h a v a ti /  Savijnanam evanvavakrSm ati/ Taip vidyakarm aoi 
sam anvarabhete  pQ rvaprajnS c a / /  Tadyatha tro a ja la y u k S  tpnasyan taip  g a tv a  
anyamakramamakramya Stm anam upasam harati/ Evamevayamatmedaip ^arlram  
nihatySvidy&m gam ayitva anyamSkramam&kramya S tm anam upasam harati// ... Y a th a k a rl 
y a th a c S r l  ta th f i  b h a v a ti /  S S dhukari sS d h u rb h av a ti/ P S pakari papo b h a v a ti /  Puijyafo 
punyena karraana papah p a p en a / ... Ib id .. 4.+ .2-5,
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e x is te n c e s . As a person  d e s ire s , so  does he ac t, and a s  he a c ts  so does he in cu r or 
s to r e  up consequences th a t  must come to  f ru i t io n  in f u tu r e  e x is te n c e s , The 
d is t in c t iv e  f e a tu re  in  t h i s  law o f karma i s  th e  s t r i c t  connection  betw een a c t and 
consequence. As th e  term  phala  ( l i t e r a l l y  ' f r u i t ' )  im plies, th e  a c t  i s  th e  seed  which 
must inexorab ly  ge rm in a te  and produce th e  f r u i t  a p p ro p r ia te  to  th a t  seed  (or a c t ) .1
According to  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma, then , what happens to  an in d iv id u a l in  th is  
l i f e  i s  de term ined  by what th e  in d iv id u a l has done in  p rev io u s  l iv e s . To th i s  e x te n t, 
th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma v e e rs  tow ards th e  f a t a l i s t i c  s id e  o f th e  two o p p o sitio n s . But 
th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma does no t p rec lu d e  th e  n o tio n  o f f r e e - w il l ;E fo r  what w ill  
happen to  th e  in d iv id u a l in  fu tu re  l iv e s  i s  being determ ined  by what i s  done in th is  
l i f e .  To th i s  e x te n t, then , th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma v e e rs  tow ards th e  f r e e - w il l  s id e  of 
th e  o p p o sitio n s . T herefo re , th e  a c tio n s  o f an in d iv id u a l in  t h i s  l i f e  a re  m eaningfu l 
and s ig n if ic a n t.  The karma theo ry , a s  one au th o r p u t i t ,  looks upon th e  in d iv id u a l as 
a 's e l f - a d ju s t in g  m oral mechanism '.3 L ogically , r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  a c tio n  and i t s  
consequences should  l i e  w ith  th e  doer and th e  doer only; man alone, viewed a s  an 
e n t i ty  tra n s m ig ra tin g  th rough  tim e, i s  th e  a r b i t e r  o f h is  own d e s tin y . And th u s  he 
is , and shou ld  fe e l, f re e  from su b je c tio n  to  a l l  o u ts id e  fo rc e s  th a t  a re  beyond h is  
co n tro l.
The d o c tr in e  o f karma, th e re fo re , has th e  p o te n t ia l  to  p rov ide  a t id y  and 
lo g ic a lly  s a t i s fy in g  s o lu tio n  fo r  th e  problem  o f f a te , p r e d e s t in a tio n  and f re e -w il l ,  
But to  what e x te n t i s  th e  p o te n t ia l  f u l f i l le d  in th e  Mahabharata? B efore co n sid e rin g
1) Such a g r ic u l tu r a l  a n a lo g ie s  a re  used  by th e  Yoga schoo l o f  philosophy to  exp la in  
th e  m echanics o f tra n s m ig ra tio n  and karma to  th e  o rd in a ry  person . See K. P o tte r , 
'The Karma Theory and I t s  I n te r p re ta t io n  in  Some Ind ian  P h ilo so p h ica l System s', in 
O 'F laherty , o p .c it.. pp.245-48.
2) As Furer-H aim endorf p o in ts  ou t; 'There is  a deeply  in g ra in ed  fe e lin g  th a t  an 
in d iv id u a l 's  conduct in  th i s  l i f e  a f f e c ts  h is  f a t e  in  f u tu r e  e x is te n c e s . ... The 
th eo ry  o f karman p resu p p o ses  man's m oral r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  each o f h is  a c tio n s  
and hence th e  freedom  o f  m oral choice.* C. von Furer-H aim endorf, 'The Sense o f Sin 
in  C ro s s -c u l tu ra l  P e rsp e c tiv e ', Man (n.s.), v o l.9 (1974), p.549; a lso  T.O. K alghatgl, 
'Determ inism  and Karma Theory', Indian P h ilo so p h ica l Annual, vo l.4 (1968), pp.21-27.
3) Hopkins, o p .c it.. p.582.
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t h is  q u e s tio n  we roust f i r s t  an a ly se  what e x a c tly  th e  Mahabharata does have to  say 
about karma and saipsSra.
The MahSbharata has seem ingly much to  say about a lm ost ev ery th ing ; and indeed 
i t s  re c o u n te r  Vai^aqipayana proudly  b o asts : '0 Bull among B h ara ta s , what i s  (found) 
he re  on Duty, on P ro f i t ,  on P leasu re , and on S a lvation , th a t  i s  (found) e lsew here.
(But) what i s  no t here , th a t  i s  nowhere e l s e . '1 However, when i t  comes to  ex p la in in g  
in  any d e ta i l  th e  a c tu a l  m echanics o f how karma and saipsara  work, th e  Mahabharata 
has much le s s  to  say  th an  might be expected . In th e  huge bulk o f th e  te x t  th e re  a re  
only a h an d fu l o f a tte m p ts  to  ex p la in  in  any d e ta i l  th e  w orkings o f th is  a l l -  
im portan t theory .
Probably th e  e a r l i e s t  o f th e s e  ex p lan a tio n s , and c e r ta in ly  th e  most d is t in c t iv e ly  
d i f f e r e n t ,  i s  to  be found in  th e  U ttarayayS ta  s e c tio n  o f th e  Adiparvan. What makes 
th e  U ttarayS ya ta  so  d i f f e r e n t  i s  th a t  a l l  th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  a re  k ga trlyas , In th e  
o th e r  accoun ts  th e  te a c h e rs  and th e  l i s t e n e r s  a re  a l l  from th e  background o f th e  
s p e c ia l i s t  brahm in p rie s th o o d . As th is  d is t in c t io n  seem s to  have a very  marked 
e f f e c t  on th e  s ty le , co n ten t and purpose o f th e  tea c h in g s , i t  c a l l s  fo r some 
comment.
T his i s  no t to  su g g e s t, a s  some e a r l ie r  w r i te r s  d id,* th a t  th e re  was in  an c ien t 
Ind ia  a  s e p a ra te  k ? a tr iy a  wisdom from which th e s e  id e a s  em anated. While th e  Epic 
does p rov ide  no t in c o n s id e ra b le  ev idence o f a p o ss ib ly  e a r l i e r  p eriod  o f r iv a l ry  
between brahm ins and k p a tr iy a s ^  n e v e r th e le s s , th e  o v e ra ll  im pression  o f th e  
Mahabharata I s  th a t  o f am ity and no t enm ity. There was more to  be gained  through
1) Dharme c S rth e  ca kame ca mok^e ca b h a ra ta r^ a b h a /
Y a d ih a s ti tadanyatra yanneh&sti na ta tk v a c it// Adiparvan, 56.33.
2) See, fo r  in s ta n c e , H. W in tern itz , A H isto ry  o f Ind ian  L i te r a tu re ,  vol. 1, pp.230-1.
3) See th e  v a rio u s  accoun ts  o f  Rama Jam adagnya’s re p e a te d  d e s tru c tio n  o f  the  
k $ a tr ly a  c la s s  (SabhSparvan, 115-117, Q antiparvan , 49.); th e  account o f A urva's 
b i r th  and h is  d e s ire  to  d e s tro y  a l l  k $ a tr iy a s  (Adiparvan, 169-171); and th e  g re a t  
b a t t l e  betw een Rama Jam adagnya and Bhl§ma (Udyogaparvan, 176-187).
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coopera tion  th an  h o s t i l i ty ,  and th i s  th e  Mahabharata o f te n  p o in te d ly  a rg u e s .1 
However, th e  Epic m a te r ia l  does su g g e s t an im portan t d iv is io n  th a t  has a lso  been 
seen  In th e  e a r l i e r  Vedic period,® T his i s  th e  d iv is io n  betw een th e  r u le r 's  co u rt 
w ith  i t s  en to u rag e  o f c o u rt brahm ins o r purohitas, re in fo rc e d  by v i lla g e  brahm ins, 
and a brahmin e l i t e  who were h igh ly  s p e c ia lis e d  e x p e r ts  in  th e  com plicated  and 
e s o te r ic  knowledge re q u ire d  fo r  th e  r e a l ly  grand  and e x tra v a g a n t p rau ta  r i t u a l s  such
as  th e  ra jasuya , agvamedha, and vajapeya  s a c r i f ic e s .3
I t  i s  no doubt th e se  l a t t e r  brahm ins who a re  th e  t a r g e t  o f King Jarasaijidha 's  
c a u s tic  sounding rem ark th a t  'The heroism  o f th e  brahmin i s  e s p e c ia lly  in  h is  
speech,'"4 And on th e  few occasions th e  grand  grauta  s a c r i f i c e s  a re  c e le b ra te d  in  th e  
Mahabharata, we fin d  no t ju s t  th e se  brahm ins as th e  p r ie s t ly  p e rfo rm ers  bu t many 
o th e rs  c o lle c te d  on th e  s id e s  a rg u in g  over th e i r  s p e c ia lty , th e  m inu tiae  o f th e  
r i tu a l ;  and w a itin g  fo r  a  sh a re  o f th e  lav ish  h o s p i ta l i ty  and m un ificen t rew ards 
d is t r ib u te d  by th e  k p a tr iy a  p a tro n s .5
This, in i t s e l f ,  would su g g e s t th a t  th e se  brahmin s p e c ia l i s t s  had a t  b e s t  a
loose  o r only o c c as io n a l a s so c ia tio n  w ith  a p a r t ic u la r  c o u rt. For much o f th e  tim e
they  were p e r ip a te t ic ,  o r on to u r  o f th e  c o u rts  o f fe r in g  th e i r  s p e c ia lis e d  knowledge 
in  r e tu rn  fo r  pa tronage. T his i s  no t to  su g g e s t th a t  th ey  were hawkers o f th e i r  
s a c r i f i c i a l  s k i l l s ;  fo r  i t  i s  a common f e a tu re  in  th e  M ahabharata fo r  a king, 
d e s iro u s  o f some p a r t ic u la r  purpose, to  send fo r  o r seek  ou t a brahmin w ith th e  
s a c r i f i c i a l  s k i l l s  b e liev ed  capab le  o f ach iev ing  h is  purpose.® I t  may a lso  be 
reaso n ab ly  assum ed th a t  th is  s p e c ia lis e d  knowledge went q u i te  over th e  heads o f th e  
r u le r  and h is  e n to u rag e  o f k $ a tr iy a s  and c o u rt brahm ins; and th is  may account fo r
1) e.g. A diparvan, 159.15-21, Q&ntiparvan, 74,28-32, 75 .20-22 .
2) See K eith, o p .c it.. v o l .l ,  pp.291-2; and J.A.B, van B uitenen, 'Some Notes on th e  
U tta ra y a y a ta ',  Advar L ib ra ry  B u lle tin , v o l.31-32 <1967-68), pp.632-3.
3) By c o n tr a s t  w ith  t h i s  lim ited  c ir c le , o th e r  brahm ins fo llow ed a wide d iv e r s i ty  o f 
a c t iv i t ie s .  See A nugasanaparvan, 90 .6-10 .,
4) v a c i  vlryaip ca brahm anasya v i^ e a a ta h , Sabhaparvan, 19,42.
5) e.g. Ib id .. 33 .1 -7 , A£vamedhikaparvan, 87,1.
6) e.g. Adiparvan, 3 ,10-18.
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th e  scan t appearance  o f k ings in  th e  Brahmapas, tho se  monumental p iec e s  of brahmin 
l i tu r g y .1 K $atriya  i n te r e s t  in  th e  s a c r i f ic e  was s t r i c t l y  on th e  r e s u l t s  and not on 
th e  p rocedure  and means,
However, i t  may be surm ised, th e s e  re s e rv a t io n s  no lo nger a p p lied  when brahmin 
sp e c u la tio n s  wandered beyond th e  com plex itie s  o f th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  and in to  such a re a s  
as  th e  n a tu re  o f human a c tio n  and th e  a f t e r l i f e .  When f a i th  in  th e  c e r t a in t ie s  of 
th e  rew ards o f th e  Vedic heaven began to  wane, and new id eas  concerning 
tra n sm ig ra tio n  and karma (w hatever th e i r  ex ac t sou rce) began to  be a ired , i t  could 
be expected  th a t  k p a tr ly a s  had every  reaso n  to  be a s  concerned about such m a tte rs  
as th e  brahmin p r ie s ts .  Indeed, i f  conduct r e a l ly  did de te rm ine  th e i r  f u tu re  l i f e ,  
they  may have had even more reason . I t  i s  in  th e  Upanl$ads th a t  we fin d  th e  
e a r l i e s t  o f th e  brahmin s p e c u la tio n s  on th e s e  new concerns; bu t th e  Upani$ads were 
and rem ained brahm in t e x t s  fo r  d is t r ib u t io n  w ith in  a very  lim ite d  c irc le .
U nderstandably  th e  concerns o f th e  k $ a tr iya  r u le r  and h is  en to u rag e  were very 
much a d a y -to -d a y  m atte r . They did  not have th e  same i n te r e s t  in  s y s te m a tis ln g  and 
passing  on th e i r  sp e c u la tio n s . N everthe less , as van B uitenen  p u ts  i t ,  ' i t  can be 
s a fe ly  assum ed th a t  th e re  e x is te d  a th r iv in g  o ra l  l i t e r a t u r e  which ra is e d  th e  same 
q u e s tio n s  and provided  th e  same answ ers, bu t to  a  d i f f e r e n t  aud ience and in a 
d i f f e re n t  s ty l e . '2 T his l i t e r a tu r e  must have been to ld  and r e to ld  by th e  s ffta 's  o r 
bards o f th e  k in g 's  c o u rt; in  o th e r  words, th e  very  peop le  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  
tra n sm iss io n  o f so much o f th e  m a te r ia l  in  th e  Epics.
I t  i s  a g a in s t  th is  background th a t  we may co n sid e r th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  
U tta ra ya ya ta , which c h ro n o lo g ica lly  i s  probably  th e  e a r l i e s t  o f  th e  Mahabharata*s 
a tte m p ts  to  ex p la in  th e  new id ea s  o f karma and saipsara\ fo r  v a rio u s  s e c tio n s  in  th e  
U ttarayayS ta  bare  com parison w ith  th e  Bphadarapyaka and Chandogya Upanipads, th e  
e a r l i e s t  o rthodox Hindu t e x t s  to  d isc u ss  th e  no tions . However, b e s id e s  th e se  s tr a y
1) van B uitenen, 'Some Notes on th e  U tta ra y a y a ta ' o p .c it.. pp.632-3. 
2> Ib id .. pp.633-4.
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h in ts  in  th e  Upanlgads, th e  U tta ra ya ya ta  would seem to  be th e  only re p re s e n ta tiv e  
su rv iv o r of what van Buitenen has r e f e r r e d  to  as ’a kind o f b a rd ic  c o u n te rp a rt to  
th e  Brahmanic lfpani$ads.,y
The very  s e t t in g  o f the  U tta ra ya ya ta  would su g g e s t i t s  o r ig in s  in  th e  c o u rts  of 
th e  k g a tr iy a  r u le r s .  Y aya ti is  a king who is  m entioned in  p a ss in g  in th e  Rg Veda as 
th e  son o f Nahu$a and a s  a p a tro n  o f s a c r i f ic e .3 But in  th e  g en ea lo g ie s  o f the  
Adiparvan h is  im portance i s  much in creased , and in  th e  leng thy  Yayatyupakhyana  i t  
is  reco u n ted  how he i s  e ig h th  in lin e  from Dak§a h im self. On h is  two w ives Devayani 
and (Jarm i§tha he b e g e ts  f iv e  sons -  Yadu, Turvagu, Druhyu, Anu and Puru -  each of 
whom o r ig in a te s  one o f th e  famous Five N ations.3 A fte r a long and duly p ro sperous 
re ig n  Y ayati p laces  h is  youngest and most obed ien t son, Puru, on th e  th ro n e  and 
r e t i r e s  to  th e  fo re s t .  The B h a ra ta s  a re  th e  descendan ts  o f t h i s  Puru.
In th e  f o re s t ,  King Y ay a ti p ra c t ic e s  awesome a u s te r i t i e s ,  r e s t r a in s  h is  senses , 
s a t i s f i e s  th e  gods and a n c e s to rs , and observes  a l l  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  requ irem en ts .
Then, having covered heaven and e a r th  w ith the  fame o f h is  v i r tu e  (p u n y a k ir tis ), he 
went to  heaven where he was honoured by a l l  th e  gods and liv ed  fo r  a long tim e.4 
But where once Y ay a ti m ight have expected  to  s ta y  on in  heaven, th is  i s  no t to  be 
h is  fa te , fo r  he is  c a s t  from heaven fo r p ride . Asked by Indra , h im se lf  th e  v a in e s t 
of gods, w hether anyone was h is  equa l in  a u s te r i t i e s  ( tu ly a ta p a sa ) , Y ayati 
f o r th r ig h t ly  r e p l ie s  th a t  none was h is  equal, n e ith e r  amongst gods, p? ls, gandharvas 
nor men. For th is  contem pt of h is  eq u a ls  and b e t t e r s  (avamaristhafr sadpgah 
greyasagcay, he i s  condemned to  f a l l  th a t  very day, h is  m erit gone (A ffpe pupye 
p a tlta s y a d y a >. Y ay a ti begs a boon th a t  he a t  le a s t  f a l l  in  th e  m idst o f th e  
r ig h te o u s  and th is  i s  g ra n te d .s
Y ayati f a l l s  amongst fo u r  o f h is  fellow  k ings -  A$taka, P ra ta rd an a , Vasumanas,
1) Ib id .. p,634.
2) A.B. K eith and A.A. Macdonell, Vedic Index o f Names and S ub jects , vol.2, p. 187.
3) Adiparvan, 80.26-27 .
4) Ib id .. 81.1 -  82.2. 5) Ib id .. 83.1 -  4.
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and £ ib i -  who, i t  tu rn s  out a t  th e  end, a re  in  fa c t  h is  g ran d so n s .1 Y ayati is  
q u estio n ed  by As^aka a s  to  h is  ex p erien ces , and th e re  fo llow s th e  b r ie f  bu t t ig h t ly  
woven te x t  c a lle d  th e  U tta ra ya ya ta , in  which th e  f a c ts  o f tra n sm ig ra tio n  a re  
d esc rib ed .3
All th e  d isc u s s a n ts , i t  should  be r e i te r a te d ,  a re  kings; th e re  a re  no brahm ins 
p re se n t, and th e re  i s  no s u g g e s tio n  th a t  th e s e  k $ a tr iy a s  f e l t  th e  need fo r  any 
b rahm apical guidance. Equally, th e  account o f tra n sm ig ra tio n , p r im itiv e  though the  
id ea s  may a t  tim es seem, is  d esc rib ed  in  th e  f i r s t  person  by one who, having 
experienced  th e  f a l l  from heaven, i s  now about to  go th rough  i t .  The whole approach 
is  much more ty p ic a l  o f th e  d ram a tis in g  q u a l i t i e s  o f th e  c o u r tly  bard, th an  th e  more 
im personal and a b s tr a c t  s ty le  o f th e  brahmin re d a c to rs .
A^taka beg ins th e  d isc o u rse  by ask ing  Y aya ti why he had fo resaken  th e  p le a su re s  
o f heaven to  come back to  e a rth . Y ay a ti ex p la in s  in  cy n ica l to n e s  th a t  once one 's 
m erit is  used up th e  god 's abandon one, ju s t  a s  fam ily  and f r ie n d s  abandon th e  
person  whose w ealth  has gone.
A$t&ka asks  how does one u se  up one 's  m erit?  And where does th e  man abandoned 
by th e  gods go to ?  I t  i s  th e  second q u e s tio n  th a t  Y ay a ti p icks up and e x p la in s  -  in  
to n es  very  d i f f e r e n t  to  th e  j o i - d e - v iv r e  o f th e  Vedic s e e r s 3 -  th a t  they  r e tu r n  to  
th is  h e l l - t h a t - i s - e a r t h ,  th e re  to  be born again  and to  be rip p ed  a p a r t  ag a in  a t  
dea th  by p re d a to ry  scavengers: '0  god among men, lam enting  (much) they  a l l  f a l l  to  
t h is  h e l l - t h a t - i s - e a r t h .  T heir (m erit)  exhausted , they  in c re a se  manyfold, fo r  the  
sake o f food fo r  crows, ja c k a ls  and h e ro n s .,A Y aya ti th en  connects  th e  im portance
1) Ib id .. 88.21,
2) By o r ig in  th e  U tta ra ya ya ta  would seem to  be an independent and s e lf -c o n ta in e d  
t e x t  which was most probab ly  added to  th e  YayStyupakhySna because o f th e  
common id e n t i ty  o f th e i r  h e ro es , Y ayati. The m etre  (m ostly  tr$fubh> i s  d if f e re n t,  
th e  s ty le  i s  very  d i f f e r e n t ,  and th e  su b je c t m a tte r  i s  e n t i r e ly  new and b a re s  no 
re la t io n s h ip  to  any th ing  in  th e  YayatyupSkhyana, See van B uitenen, 'Some Notes on 
th e  U tta ra y a y a ta ' o p .c it.. p .617-18.
3) See M iller, o p .c it.. pp. 17-19; and E.W. Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp. 1-44.
4) Imam bhaumaip narakaip t e  p a ta n t i
lalapyam an§  naradeva s a rv e /
Te kahkagomSyubalS^anSrtham
k§Irja vivrddhim bahudha vrajanti// Adiparvan, 85.4.
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o f a c ts  to  o n e 's  f u tu re  lo t .  'T h e re fo re ', he warns, 'a  man shou ld  avoid in th is  world 
th o se  ta in te d  a c ts  th a t  a re  r e p re h e n s ib le . '1
All t h i s  i s  news to  A?taka, and w ith  some ev iden t con fusion  he asks: 'But when 
th e  b ird s , th e  w hite-necked  v u l tu re s  and in s e c ts  have to rn  them a p a r t , what is  th e i r  
s ta te ,  how do th ey  a r i s e  again?  I have not heard  o f t h i s  o th e r  e a r th  th a t  i s  hell.*2 
Y ayati e x p la in s  th a t  a f t e r  leav in g  th e i r  bodies (.urdhvaip dehaf) they  spend 60 o r 80 
thousand y e a rs  in  heaven (vyomni) b e fo re  they  again  f a l l  to  t h i s  h e l l - t h a t - i s - e a r t h  
fo r  many m u ltitu d e s  o f y e a rs  <var$apugananekan). But s ig n i f ic a n t ly  Y aya ti adds th a t  
they  p a ss  a long  to  th e  e a r th  again  <ppthivyam anusaipcaranti) because o f t h e i r  
yawning o r u n fo ld in g  a c ts  (.karmapo jprnbhamapad),3 The id ea  i s  no t e n t i r e ly  c le a r, 
but th e  assum ption  seem s to  be th a t  th e  f r u i t  o f m e r ito r io u s  a c ts  which a re  
d eserv in g  o f heaven a re  h a rv e s te d  in  heaven, w hile th e  f r u i t  o f  o n e 's  rem aining a c ts  
come to  f r u i t io n  by r e b i r th  in  th e  h e l l - t h a t - i s - e a r t h .  Once o n e 's  heavenly  m erit i s  
exhausted , th e  rem ain ing  accum ulated  a c ts  begin to  'yawn open' o r unfold , re q u ir in g  
r e b i r th  where th e i r  consequences may be s a t i s f ie d .
A§^aka rem ains p erp lexed  and un su re  about th is  novel n o tio n  o f r e b ir th ,  and
e n q u ire s  fu r th e r .  When th ey  a re  pushed from heaven, he asks, 'What i s  th e i r  s ta te ?
How do they  a r i s e  again?  How do (human) beings (again ) become a being  in  th e
womb?'* In en igm atic  language, Y a y a ti exp la ins:
A 't e a r ',  c lin g in g  to  a f r u i t  o r a flow er, goes a long  w ith  th e  semen th a t  is  
poured f o r th  by th e  man; indeed, i t  f a l l s  in to  th e  ( f e r t i l e )  f ie ld  o f th e  
woman, and th e re  e s ta b l is h e s  i t s e l f  a s  th e  embryo ( l i t .  'be ing  in  th e  womb'). 
They e n te r  th e  t r e e s  o f th e  fo re s t ,  th e  herb s, th e  w ater, wind, and e a r th  and
1) Tasm Sdetadvarjanlyaip nareoa
duetem  loke garhaijiyaip ca karm a/ ib id .. 85.5.
2) Yada tu  ta n v itu d a n te  v a y a n si
t a th a  gpdhrab  g itik a ijth a b  pataipg51)/
Kathaip b h av an ti katham abhavan ti
na bhaumamanyaip narakarp qrhom i// ib id .. 85.6.
Ib id .. 85.7. The ro o t jpmbh h a s  th e  sense: to  open th e  mouth, yawn; to  gape open; 
sp read , in c re ase ; to  unfo ld , M. M onier-W illlam s, A S a n sk rit-E n g lish  D ictionary , 
p .424.
4) Kathaip b h a v an ti katham Sbhavanti
kathaip b h u ta  garb h ab h u ta  b h a v a n ti //  ib id .. 85.9. Amending C r i t ic a l  
E d itio n  kathaqibhuta ( l i t .  'o f  what kind?) to  kathaip bhQta. Kathaipbhuta i s  q u i te  
m eaningless.
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sky; and thereupon  a l l  th e  tw o -fo o ted  and fo u r- fo o te d  (c rea tio n ). Thus do 
th o se  who have been become em bryos.1
While a t  f i r s t  g lance  s tra n g e , th e  sen se  i s  q u i te  apparen t when s e t  beside  the
com parable idea  in  th e  Chandogya Upani$a(P where i t  i s  d e sc rib ed  how th e  so u ls , on
th e i r  downward pa th , become m ist (abhra), and then  they  become th e  ra in  cloud
(.msgha), and ’having become a cloud, i t  r a in s . They a re  h e re  (on e a r th )  born a s  r ic e
and b arley , a s  h e rb s  and t r e e s ,  a s  sesamum and beans. From th e se , v e rily , the
d e p a rtu re  i s  very  d i f f ic u l t .  Now, i f  a man e a ts  th a t  a s  h is  food, i f  he th en  em its
h is  sperm, then  he (the  's o u l ')  becomes once m ore.'3 O bviously th e  't e a r '  (a sra ) of
our v e rse  r e f e r s  to  th e  t e a r - l ik e  shape o f th e  f re sh  ra in d ro p  a s  i t  c lin g s  to  th e
f r u i t  o r flow er. And th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  second v e rse  makes em inent sen se  i f  they
re tu rn  a s  ra in .
A ?taka, u n c e rta in  s t i l l ,  ask s  i f  th e  tra n sm ig ra tin g  being tra n s m ig ra te s  w ith  i t s  
form er p h y s ic a l form o r tak e s  on a new one; a q u e s tio n  which su g g e s ts  b e l ie f  in  th e  
idea  o f a perm anent tra n s m ig ra tin g  's u b t le  body': 'Does th e  embryo, e n te r in g  th is  
human womb, tak e  on an o th e r form, o r does i t  go on w ith  i t s  own body? T e ll me, I 
speak from u n c e rta in ty . By which way does i t  a c q u ire  th e  grow th o f bones, body and 
so fo rth , and s ig h t, h e a rin g  and consciousness? ''4 Y aya ti exp la in s:
1) Asraip r e t  ah p u ^ p ap h alan u p rk ta -
m anveti ta d v a i puru$epa spS'tam/
Sa va l ta s y a  r a ja  apadyate  vai
sa  garbhabhutah  sa m u p a iti t a t r a / /
V an asp a tih ^ cau ^ ad h i^ cav iq an ti
apo vayuip ppthivim  c a n ta rik ?am /
Catuspadam dvipadam c a p i s a rv a -
mevaip b hu ta  g a rb h ab h u ta  b h a v a n ti //  Adiparvan, 85.10-11.
Again th e  C r i t ic a l  E d itio n  evaipbhuta ( l i t .  'o f  such a n a tu re , 'such a one'), which 
makes no sense , should  be amended to  evaiji bhu ta , which makes much sense .
2) See Chandogyopani§ad, 5.10,6. In tr ig u in g ly  th i s  Upani$ad a ls o  su g g e s ts  th e  idea is  
derived  from non-brahm apic o r ig in s : 'T his knowledge h as  no t y e t gone to  th e  
brahm ins b e fo re  you.' iyaip na p ra k tv a tta h  pur a v id y a  brahm apan, ib id .. 5.3,7.
3) megho bhu tva  p ra v a r s a t i ,  t a  iha  v r lh iy a v a  o?adh i v a n a sp a tay a s tila ro a § a  i t i  
ja y a n te , a to  v a i khalu  d u rn isp rap a ta ra ip  yo yo hyannam atti yo r e ta b  s in c a t i ,  
tadbhuya eva b h av a ti, ib id .. 5.10.6.
4) A nyadvapurvidadhatlha garbha
u tah o  s v itsv e n a  kamena y a t i /
Apadyamano n aray o n im eta-
m acak?va me sam ^ ay a tp rab rav im i//
Q ariradehadisam ucchrayani ca
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At th e  (woman's f e r t i l e )  season , th e  v i ta l  b re a th  draw s up in to  th e  embryo's 
womb (along w ith ) th e  semen, mixed w ith  th e  ju ic e  o f  flow ers , There i t  
su p e rin te n d s  th e  work o f th e  u n d if fe re n tia te d  e lem en ts (of th e  embryo), (and) 
in  due course , cau se s  th e  embryo to  grow here . A man, h is  lim bs se p a ra te d  out, 
is  born a s  th e  abode where th e  s ix  se n ses  a re  e s ta b lis h e d . He experiences 
sound w ith  h is  e a rs , and he se e s  a l l  form s w ith  h is  eyes. With h is  nose he 
knows sm ell, w ith  h is  tongue t a s t e ,  w ith  h is  sk in  touch, and w ith  h is  mind 
th o u g h t.1
Y a y a tl 's  vayufr or 'v i t a l  b re a th ' i s  most probably  th e  pra$a  which in  some la t e r  
Hindu p h ilo so p h ica l system s tra n s m ig ra te s  w ith  th e  so u l. Here, too , i t  accom panies 
th e  't e a r -d r o p ' which, mixed w ith  th e  pu§parasa  o r 'ju ic e  o f  f lo w ers ', e n te r s  th e  
sperm. There th e s e  tra n sm ig ra tin g  f a c to r s  b rin g  about th e  developm ent and grow th of 
th e  new p h y s ic a l form of th e  embryo. Presum ably th e  o th e r  undeveloped components 
th a t  make up th e  new form a re  de rived  from th e  m other, o r th e  p a re n ts  jo in tly .
A?taka then , no t unreasonab ly , ask s  i f  th e  new being  knows th e  form er being. But
Y ayati i s  o b liv io u s  to  th e  q u e s tio n  and f in is h e s  h is  e s c h a to lo g ic a l  d isc o u rse  w ith  a
renewed em phasis on th e  Im portance o f  karma, i.e. th e  deeds o f  t h i s  l i f e  de term ine
th e  fu tu re  lo t  o f th e  tra n sm ig ra tin g  s e lf :
Having l e f t  behind h is  l i f e ,  l ik e  a man a s leep , having  sig h ed  (h is  l a s t ) ,  
having p laced  b e fo re  him h is  good and e v il  deeds, he fo llow s a f t e r  th e  b re a th  
to  a n o th e r womb. Having abandoned h is  body, he en joys (ano ther), 0 lio n  among 
kings. Doers o f  v i r tu e  go to  a v ir tu o u s  womb; d o e rs  o f e v i l  go to  an e v il  
womb. The e v i l  become worms and in se c ts ;  I  do not wish to  speak (of them), 0 
pow erfu l one. F o u r-fo o ted , tw o -fo o ted , and s ix - fo o te d  -  th u s  th o se  who have 
been become embryos. T his has a l l  been to ld  in  i t s  e n t i r e ty ,2
cak ^u b ^ ro tre  la b h a te  kena saipjnam / ib id .. 85 .12-13 .
1) Vayuh s a m u tk a re a ti  g a rbhayon i-
mptau r e ta b  pusparasanuppk tam /
Sa t a t r a  ta n m a tra k p ta d h ik a ra h
krameipa sa ipvardhayatlha  garbham //
Sa jayam ano v ig p h lta g a tra b
?a< jjhS nani?th5yatano  m anu?yah/
Sa ^ro trabhyaip  v e d a y a tlh a  ^abdaip
sarvaip rupaip p ag y a ti cak?u$a c a / /
Ghranena gandharp jih v a y a th o  rasaip ca
tv acS  spar^aip manasS veda bhSvam/ ib id ..85 ,14-16 .
2) H itva so a su n su p tav an n i? t® n itv a
purodhaya sukptaip du§kptaip ca /
Any arp yoniip p a v a n a g ra n u sa r!
h i tv a  dehaip b h a ja te  rS ja s ih h a / /
PuipySip yoniiji puoyakpto v r a ja n t i
p§p5rp yoniip pSpakpto v r a ja n t i /
K it»h pataipg&ijca b h a v an ti p5p5
na me v ivak$& sti m ahanubhava//
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Sukthankar, th e  e d i to r  o f th e  Adiparvan  h as  r e f e r r e d  to  th is  e sc h a to lo g ic a l 
d isc o u rse  betw een Y aya ti and A$t^ka a s  'in  most p a r t  most obscu re  and incoheren t, 
and so clum sily  worded a s  to  be alm ost u n in te l l ig ib le .11 On f i r s t  read ing
S ukthankar's  s t r i c t u r e s  a re  a t  le a s t  u nders tandab le , bu t on c lo se r  read ing  they  a re
not su p p o rta b le . What we have h e re  is  a p rim itiv e  bu t q u i te  in te l l ig ib le  account of 
tra n sm ig ra tio n , which b lends th e  b i r th  and dea th  o f be ings in to  th e  perce ived  and 
re a d ily  o b se rv ab le  cy c les  or p ro ce sse s  o f n a tu re . The whole account -  as  indeed do 
the  com parable accoun ts  in  th e  Bfhadarajiyakopani^ad and th e  Chandogyopapi$ad -  
p resupposes some very e a rly  b e l ie f  th a t  conception  occurred  th rough  th e  e a tin g  by a 
p a ren t of a f r u i t  or v e g e ta b le  which con ta ined  th e  e s s e n t ia l  being o r so u l of the  
o ffsp r in g . Indeed, i t  i s  in  th e  very  n a tu re  o f th e se  p r im itiv e  and n a tu r a l i s t i c  ideas 
th a t  much of th e  appeal o f Y a y a ti 's  d isc o u rse  l ie s .
These Ideas  a lso  o f f e r  su p p o rt fo r th o se  who argue  fo r  a ' t r i b a l '  and non-Hindu
o rig in  fo r a t  le a s t  th e  idea  o f m etam psychosis;2: though t r ib a l ,  as  van B uitenen 
cau tio n s , may m erely be an o th er way of say ing  th a t  we do not know.3 N ev erth e less , i t  
m ight be su g g e s te d  th a t  th e  concern we see  in th e  l a t e r  Vedic l i t e r a tu r e  w ith  death , 
and more s ig n if ic a n tly , 're p e a te d  d e a th ' (.punarmptyu')A may have made th e  orthodox 
t r a d i t io n  more re sp o n s iv e  to  p r e - e x is t in g  'tr ib a l*  id ea s  o f m etem psychosis,
However, w hile th e  U tta ra ya ya ta  i s  an in te l l i g ib l e  account o f tra n sm ig ra tio n , i t  
i s  f a r  le s s  s a t i s f a c to r y  as an account o f karma. According to  Y aya ti th e  good a re  
reb o rn  in  good wombs and th e  bad in  bad wombs. But g iven  th i s  n a tu r a l i s t i c  
in te r p r e ta t io n  o f tra n sm ig ra tio n , how i s  th is  determ ined? For i f  th e  dead re tu rn  to  
th e  e a r th  and r e b i r th  in  th e  form of ra in d ro p s, one obvious d i f f ic u l ty  i s  th a t  ra in
C atuepada dvipadalj $a tpada$ca
ta th a b h u ta  g a rb h ab h u ta  b h a v a n ti //
A khyatam etannikhilena sarvaip ... ib id ..85 .18-20 .
1) V.S. Sukthankar, The Adiparvan. p .992.
2) Obeyesekere, o p .c it.. pp .137-8. The su g g e s tio n  in  th e  U tta ra ya ya ta  o f d isp o sa l of 
th e  dead by exposure  i s  a ls o  a very  non-Hindu and non-Vedic fe a tu re .
3) T.A.B. van B uitenen, 'Vedic and U pani^adic Bases o f Ind ian  C iv i lis a t io n , ' in  J.W. 
E lder (ed.), C hap ters in  Ind ian  C iv ilisa tio n , pp.29-30; O 'F laherty , o p .c it . . pp .x iil.
4) See O 'F laherty , o p .c it.. pp .3-5; and Keith, o p .c it.. v o l.2, pp,572-3.
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has th e  h a b it  o f ending up in  a l l  s o r t s  o f awkward and in a c c e s s ib le  p laces. I f  the  
ra in d ro p  does manage to  a t ta c h  i t s e l f  to  som ething ed ib le , th en  who or what should 
e a t th is  food i s  obv iously  very  im portan t. C learly  r e b i r th  acco rd ing  to  th i s  
n a tu r a l i s t i c  cycle  was a chancy b u s in e ss  fra u g h t w ith  a l l  s o r t s  o f a c c id e n ta l 
p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  This, o f  course , was of l i t t l e  s ig n if ic a n c e  -  so  long a s  th e  e th ic a l  
n o tio n s  o f karma w ere no t a tta c h e d  to  i t .  I t  th e re fo re  seem s rea so n a b le  to  conclude 
th a t  we have h e re  th e  s a t i s f a c to r y  g r a f t in g  o f ideas  o f tra n sm ig ra tio n  onto  th e  
Vedic heaven c e n tred  view, but th e  no t very  s a t i s f a c to r y  g r a f t in g  o f e th ic a l  n o tio n s  
o f karma onto  a p re -e x is t in g , and n o n -e th ic a l  theo ry  o f  tra n sm ig ra tio n . I f  th e  
U ttarayS ya ta  su g g e s ts  a ' t r i b a l '  o r ig in  fo r  th e  th eo ry  o f  tra n sm ig ra tio n , th e re  i s  no 
su g g e s tio n  as  to  where th e  idea  o f karma, w ith  i t s  s t r i c t  connection  betw een a c t and 
consequence, comes from.
Such anom olles may no t have unduly w orried  a king and h is  c o u rtly  a d v ise rs ; but 
we may assum e they  tro u b le d  th e  r e a l  r e l ig io u s  and c u l tu r a l  le a d e rs  of orthodox 
s o c ie ty  -  th e  s p e c ia lis e d  brahmin e l i t e .  While th e  king and h is  co u rt were busy w ith 
t h e i r  d isc u ss io n s  o f th e s e  e s c h a to lo g ic a l conundrums, th e  brahm in in te l l ig e n t s ia  were 
busy d isc u ss in g  and fo rm u la tin g  th e i r  own ' t i d i e r '  s o lu tio n s . Given th e  much g re a te r  
brahmin I n te r e s t  in  handing on th e i r  knowledge, i t  i s  to  be expected  th a t  th e  
Mahabharata would p r in c ip a lly  tra n sm it  th e i r  views. But, a s  we s h a l l  see, what does 
occasion s u rp r is e  i s  how l i t t l e  th e  Mahabharata has to  say  on th e  d e ta ile d  workings 
of th e  d o c tr in e s  o f saipsara and karma, g iven  th e i r  p u rp o rte d  s ig n if ic a n c e  fo r  th e  
Hindu t r a d i t io n .
This, i t  shou ld  be added, cannot be exp la ined  by lack  o f o p p o rtu n ity , The 
MahabhSrata has grown to  i t s  c u rre n t encyclopaedic p ro p o rtio n s  by th e  in s e r t io n  
in to  th e  e s s e n t ia l  s to r y - l in e  o f a v a s t  a rra y  o f d id a c tic  d isc o u rse s , myths, fab le s , 
and s to r i e s  on a wide range  o f e th ic o - r e l ig io u s  to p ic s . Many o f  th ese , p a r t ic u la r ly  
th o se  concern ing  th e  n a tu re  and d e s tin y  o f man, a re  worked in  a t  p o in ts  o f 
p a r t ic u la r  d i s t r e s s ,  m is fo rtu n e  and d iscordance, and th e re  i s  no sh o rta g e  o f  th e se  in  
th e  M ahabharata. Given th is ,  i t  m ight have been expected  th a t  much g r e a te r  e f f o r t s
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would have been made to  work in d e ta i le d  tea ch in g s  on sarpsara and karma.
I n te l le c tu a l ly  th ey  a re  no more demanding on th e  l i s t e n e r  th an  some of th e  o th e r
is s u e s  broached in  g r e a te r  d e ta i l .  In fa c t ,  a t  only fo u r p o in ts  a re  d e ta ile d
teach in g s  concern ing  th e s e  d o c tr in e s  In troduced; tw ice  in  th e  Arapyakaparvan, once in
the $antiparvan  and once in the Agvamedhikaparvan,
I t  i s  Y u d h i^ th ira 's  g r ie f  a t  th e  uneven fo r tu n e s  o f th e  PapqJ&vas, h is  fe e lin g s
o f g u i l t  over h is  own r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  even ts , and h is  d e s p a ir  a t  th e  enorm ity  of
th e  d e s tru c tio n  wrought th a t  p rov ides  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  many o f th e  d id a c tic
tea c h in g s  in  th e  Mahabharata. In v a riab ly  a t  such p o in ts  some g re a t  p$l, d e ity  o r
e ld e r  comes fo r th  to  p rov ide  a com forting  teach ing , o r a p p ro p r ia te  myth o r s to ry .
At one low p o in t d u ring  th e  P ap^avas' e x ile  in  th e  f o re s t ,  th e  g re a t
Markapqleya provides a lengthy discourse on a considerable range o f eth ica l and
r e l ig io u s  i s s u e s ,1 which in c lu d e s  a d e ta ile d  se c tio n  on karma and sajpsara.
I n te re s t in g ly ,  i t  i s  Y udh i§ th ira  h im se lf  who in v i te s  th e  tea c h in g  on karma and
tra n sm ig ra tio n  by ask ing  a s e r i e s  o f q u e s tio n s  on th e  n a tu re  o f  human a c ts ,  and th e
fo rc e s  th a t  in flu e n ce  them.
In glum mood Y u d h i^ th ira  r e f l e c t s :
Seeing m yself f a l le n  from happ iness, and behold ing  th e  e v i l  D h a r ta ra § tra s  
p ro sp e rin g  in  every  way, I  have th e  thought ( th a t)  man i s  th e  doer o f ac tion ,
both good and e v il, (and) th a t  he en joys h is  own f r u i t ;  (but, i f  t h is  i s  so)
how, pray, i s  th e  Lord th e  a c to r?  Do th e  a c ts  o f men, in  happ iness and 
s u ffe r in g , 0  b e s t  o f knowers o f Brahman, follow  them in  t h i s  l i f e ,  o r in  
a n o th e r body? And th e  embodied (man) who has abandoned h is  body and i s  
pu rsued  by (h is) good and e v i l  (deeds), how i s  he jo ined  w ith  them -  a f t e r  
dying o r h e re  (in th is  l i f e ) ,  0 b e s t o f th e  tw ice -b o rn ?  (Are a c ts )  o f th is  
world (only), o r  o f th e  n ex t world (too)? (And) where do (h is )  a c ts  ab ide  when 
a being  i s  dead, 0 B hargava?2
1) Arapyakaparvan, 179-221.
2) Bhavatyeva h i  me buddhirdr?tvatroanaip  sukhaccyutam / 
D h a r ta ra ? tra h £ c a  d u rv rtta n p d h y a ta h  prek?ya sarva$al> //
Karmapah purugab karta ^ubhasySpya^ubhasya ca/
Svaphalam ta d u p a ^ n a ti  katharji k a r ta  s v id l^ v a ra lj/ /
Atha va sukhadubkhe?u npoaiii brahmavidaip v a ra /
Iha vS kptam anveti paradehe a th a  vS punafc//
Dehl ca dehaip eaiptyajya mrgyamSgah $ubh§$ubhaih/
Kathaip sarpyujyate p re ty a  ih a  vS d v ija s a tta m a //
A ihalauk ikam evaitadu taho  pSralaukikam /
Kva ca karmaijd t i? ^ h a n t i  jan to h  p re ta sy a  b h a rg a v a //  ib id ., 181.4-8.
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M arkandeya beg ins a t  th e  beginning  by o u tlin in g  th e  ’h is to r y ' o f mankind. He
rec o u n ts  how P ra ja p a ti ,  th e  Lord o f C rea tu res , c re a te d  b e ings who were pure and
v ir tu o u s , and th u s  f re e d  o f th e  norm al l im ita tio n s  and s u f f e r in g s  o f e x is te n c e  in a
human body. Presum ably, a t  th is  tim e karma was a system  o f rew ard only, and not of
r e t r ib u t io n  as well:
The Lord o f  C re a tu res , having a r is e n  befo re , c re a te d  pu re  and u n su llie d  
bodies, dependent on dharma, fo r  th e  so u ls  to  be embodied in. With 
d e te rm in a tio n  s tro n g  and u n e rrin g , o f good vows, t r u th  speaking, and 
m erito rio u s , ( th o se ) men o f o lden tim es were c re a tu re s  l ik e  Brahma (him self),
0 joy o f  th e  Kurus. They a l l  met in heaven w ith  th e  gods a t  th e i r  own 
choosing; and th en  they  a l l  went back again , moving abou t a t  w ill. And th o se  
men died a t  th e i r  own choosing, and liv ed  a t  t h e i r  own choosing -  l i t t l e  
a f f l ic te d ,  f r e e  from anx ie ty , su c c e ss fu l, u n a ssa ile d  by m ischances. They saw 
b e fo re  t h e i r  eyes th e  m u ltitu d e s  o f th e  gods, th e  g re a t- s o u le d  s e e rs , and a l l  
th e  v ir tu e s ;  they  were w ithou t envy and w ith  p a ss io n s  subdued. They e x is te d  
fo r  thousands o f years , and had thousands o f sons; . . .1
But th i s  p a ra d is ia l  s t a t e  was not to  l a s t ,  fo r  th e  p assin g  o f Time brought w ith  i t
th e  d e g e n era tio n  of beings, and th i s  brought upon man th e  r e t r ib u t iv e  a s p e c ts  o f the
law of karma.
Then, in a n o th e r in te r v a l  o f tim e, men walked on th e  s u rfa c e  o f th e  e a rth . 
Overcome by d e s ire  and anger, m ain ta in ing  them selves  by t r ic k e ry  and d e c e it, 
and overpow ered by g reed  and fo lly , thereupon  men were abandoned by th e  gods. 
These e v i l  ones, because o f th e i r  e v il  karma, th ey  went to  h e ll  o r to  anim al 
form, and were cooked again  and again  in  d iv e rse  tra n sm ig ra tio n s . T heir w ishes 
were vain , th e i r  re so lv e  was vain, th e i r  knowledge was vain; and, a lso , from 
being confounded they  w ere a f r a id  o f ev e ry th in g  -  t h e i r  sh a re  of s u f fe r in g  
ro se . They were marked fo r  th e  most p a r t  by t h e i r  d isa g re e a b le  a c tio n s . Of 
lo w -e x tra c tio n , f u l l  o f s ic k n ess , e v il-n a tu re d , d u ll, th e se  e v il-o n e s  became 
s h o r t - l iv e d , g a th e r in g  th e  f r u i t  o f th e i r  t e r r ib l e  deeds. Begging fo r  a l l  
d e s ire s , th e se  u n b e lie v e rs  broke th e  bounds. 0 son o f KuntI, th e  p a th  of a 
dead man i s  (governed) by h is  own deeds (done) he re .^
1) N irm alSni ^ a r i r a p i  v iguddhani ^ a r ir ip a ip /
S a sa rja  d h a rm a ta n tra o i purvotpannab p ra ja p a til> // 
Amoghabalasaijikalpab s u v ra ta b  sa ty a v a d in a b /
Brahmabhuta n a rah  pui>yah puraiiSb kurunandana//
Sarve devaib  sa m a y a n ti svacchandena n abhasta lam /
Tata<jca p u n a ra y a n ti  sa rv e  sv acch an d aca riijab // 
Svacchandam araoa<jcasannaral) sv acch an d a jlv in ab /
A lpabadha n ira ta n k a  s id d h a r th a  n iru p a d ra v a b //
D ra s ta ro  devasaipghanam r?io§ili ca mahatmanam/
P ra tyak^ab  sarvadharm aoaip d a n ta  v ig a ta m a ts a r ib /
Asanvar ?asahasrai> i t a th a  pu trasahasrii^afo / ib id .. 181.11-16,
2) Tatab k a la n ta r e  a n y a sm in p p th iv ita la c a r iija b //  
K am akrodhabhibhutaste m ayav y a jo p a jlv in ab / 
LobhamohSbhibhQta^ca ty a k ta  d e v a is ta to  n a ra h / /
A<jubhaih karm abhih p ap astiry an n a rak ag am in ab /
Saipsare^u v ic i t r e ? u  pacyam anab punab p unab //
M oghe?t§ moghasanikalpa moghajnSna v ic e ta s a b / 
S a rv a ti^ah k in a^ ca iv a  san w p ttab  k leqabhag inab /
A^ubhalb karm abhi?cap i p raya^ab  p a r ic ih n l ta b / /
Dau§kuly§ vyad h ib ah u la  duratm ano  n p ra tn p in a h /
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A fte r  e s ta b l is h in g  th e  f a c t  o f karma and o u tlin in g  i t s  'h isto ry* , Markap<jeya tu rn s  to  
Y u d h i§ th ira 's  query  on how th e  in d iv id u a l i s  pursued  th rough  tim e by h is  good and 
bad deeds.
This man, w ith  h is  o r ig in a l  G od-crea ted  body, makes a g re a t  accum ulation o f 
good and e v il  (deeds). Having abandoned, a t  th e  end o f h is  l i f e ,  t h is  m ostly 
ex hausted  body, he i s  born in s ta n t ly  in a (new) womb -  th e re  i s  no e x is te n ce  
inbet ween. There th e  deeds he has done, alw ays fo llow  him lik e  a shadow.
(These deeds) now r ip e n  (and) he i s  born, d ese rv in g  h ap p in ess  o r s u f f e r in g .1
However, adds Markapc^eya, even some who have 'th e  eye o f knowledge' (.jnanadr$tibhlfr)
b e liev e  th a t  a t  d ea th  th e re  i s  only dea th  and no consequences from good and bad
deeds. But M arkapdeya c o n tr a s ts  th e s e  d e n ie rs  o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n  who
follow  th e  way o f th e  fo o lish  (abuddhinaip gvstir), w ith  th e  lea rn ed  (jhanavataip) who
follow  th e  h ig h e s t way (g-atimuttamaip). P ra c tis in g  a u s t e r i t i e s  ( tapas), devoted to
lea rn in g , o f s te a d f a s t  vows, obed ien t to  th e i r  guru, p a t ie n t  and d ig n if ie d , w ith
p a ssio n s  subdued, th ey  a re  born to  pure  wombs ( f ubhayonyantaragatab') and g e n e ra lly
a t t a in  a u sp ic io u s  m arkings (prayaqah gubhalak?apa}p, They a re , a s  th e  law of karma
would re q u ire , in  c o n tro l  o f th e i r  own d e s tin y , and a t t a in  th e  due rew ard:
From su b je c tio n  o f th e i r  sen se s , they  a re  s e lf - c o n tro l le d ;  from being pure, 
they a re  in d if fe r e n t  to  d ise a se ; from having l i t t l e  f e a r  o f a f f l ic t io n ,  they  
a re  f re e  from danger. Being in  th e  womb, being born o r moving about, in  every 
case, th o se  w ith  th e  eye o f knowledge know t h e i r  own so u l and a ls o  th e  
U n iversa l Soul. Having a t ta in e d  th i s  e a r th  th rough  karma, they  again  go to  
heaven.2
However, having considered  a t  len g th  how man, and no t god, i s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  
th e  deeds he perform s, and how each man re a p s  h im se lf  what he h im se lf  sows, and
Bhavantyalpayu$at> pap a  raudrakarroaphalodayal)/
NSthantatj sarvakam anaiti n a s t ik a  bh innase tavaH //
Jantofr p re ta s y a  kaun teya  g a til)  s v a ir ih a  karm abhih/ ib id ., 181.16-21.
1) A yam adi^arlrepa devasr§t® na manaval)/
Qubhanama$ubhanairt ca k u ru te  saipcayaiii m ah a t//
Ayupo a n te  prahayedaip k$apaprayaip kalevaram /
Saipbhavatyeva yugapadyonau n a s ty a n ta ra b h av a l? //
T a tra sy a  svakptaip karma chSyevanugataiji s a d a /
P h a la ty a th a  sukharho  va dufrkharho v ap i j a y a t e / /  ib id ., 181.23-25.
2) J iten d riy a tv S d v a^ in a l)  <;uklatv5nm andarogipal)/ 
A lp ab ad h ap a ritra sS d b h av an ti n iru p a d rav S ti//
Cyavantaip jayamanaip ca garbhasthaip  ca iva  sarva$al>/
SvamatmSnaqi paraifl ca iva  budhyante jnanacak§u?al?/
KarmabhumimimSiii p rap y a  p u n a ry a n ti  su rS lay am // ib id .. 181.30-31.
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th u s  e s ta b l is h in g  th e  very  b a s is  o f th e  law of karma, Markapgteya re v e a lin g ly  
dem olishes i t  a l l  by a llow ing  th a t  th e re  a re  fo rc e s  o u ts id e  th e  agency o f the  
in d iv id u a l and o u ts id e  th e  c o n tro l o f th e  in d iv id u a l. To Y udh i? th lra , he exp la ins: '0  
king, <what> men acqu ire , some i s  from fa te , some th rough  chance, and some by th e i r  
own a c t s . '1 I f  t h i s  i s  th e  case , man is  in  no sen se  th e  a r b i t e r  o f h is  own d es tin y  
alone.
F ina lly , Markapgteya co n s id e rs  Y u d h is th ira 's  concluding doubt: do th e
consequences o f one 's  a c ts  come to  f ru i t io n  in th i s  world o r th e  nex t?  Now, th e
obvious and lo g ic a l  answ er -  g iven  th e  law o f karma -  would be both. But in s te a d
M arkapdeya c o n sid e rs  no t a c ts  in d iv id u a lly , bu t th e  r e l a t iv e  balance  o r q u a li ty  of
a l l  th e  a c ts  o f a p a r t ic u la r  being and where th e  prim ary  rew ard  fo r  such a balance
would come to  f ru i t io n .  According to  Markapdeya, g iven  th e  r e l a t iv e  deg ree  o f  s e l f -
r e s t r a i n t  o r s e lf - in d u lg e n c e  fo r  a p a r t ic u la r  in d iv id u a l 's  l ife tim e , th e re  a re  fo u r
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  as  to  where th e re  'g r e a te s t  good' w ill come to  f ru i t io n :
0 Y udh i$ th ira , I th in k  ( th a t)  what i s  th e  g r e a te s t  good in  t h i s  w orld of men,
fo r  one (man) i t  w il l  be h e re  and not th e re ; fo r  a n o th e r i t  w ill  be th e re  and 
no t here , fo r  a n o th e r h e re  and th e re ; and fo r  an o th e r, no t th e re  and no t here. 
Those who have abundant w ealth , w ith  t h e i r  bod ies w e ll-adorned , they  alw ays 
enjoy them selves. Most e x c e lle n t  s la y e r  o f enem ies, o f th e s e  d e l ig h te r s  in th e  
h app iness  o f th e  body, th i s  i s  ( th e ir )  world, (bu t) n ev er th a t  (world beyond). 
Those who a re  yoked to  yoga, devoted to  a u s te r i t i e s ,  h a b itu a te d  to  th e  study  
o f th e  Veda, who wear ou t th e i r  bodies, conquer t h e i r  sen ses , and who a re  
in te n t  upon th e  w e lfa re  o f c re a tu re s , th e i r  world i s  th a t  (o th e r one, and) not 
t h is  (one), 0 enemy s la y e r , Those who p r a c t is e  dharma a lone  as th e  f i r s t  o f 
a l l ,  who in  tim e o b ta in  t h e i r  w ealth  by means o f dharma, who a c q u ire  a w ife, 
and w orship w ith  s a c r i f ic e s ,  t h i s  i s  th e i r  world, and a lso  th e  o th e r. Those 
fo o lish  ones who do n o t devo te  them selves to  knowledge, a u s te r i ty ,  g i f t -  
g iv ing , and to  p ro c re a tio n , th e s e  unhappy ones do not ach ieve  happ iness. This
(world) i s  no t th e i r s ,  and nor i s  th e  o th e r  (w orld),2
1) K iipciddaivaddha-thatkiipcitkii]icideva svakarm abhilj/ 
P rap n u v an ti n a ra  r a ja n  ... ib id .. 181.32.
2) M anusyaloke yacchreyah paraip manye y u d h i? th ir a / /
Iha va ikasya  nam utra  am u tra ikasya  no ih a /
Iha cam utra  ca ikasya  nam u tra ik asy a  no ih a / /
Dhanani ye$aip v ip u la n i s a n t i
nityaip ram ante  s u v ib h u ? ita h g a h /
Te?amayaip ^a tru v a rag h n a  loko
nSsau  sa d a  dehasukhe ra ta n 5 m //
Ye y o g a y u k ta s ta p a s i p ra sa k ta h
sv5dhy5ya(jI15 ja r a y a n t i  dehSn/
J i te n d r iy a  bhQ tah ite  n iv ie ta -
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The d if fe re n c e s  betw een M arkaij^eya's tea c h in g s  on karma and th o se  o f Y ay a ti a re  
obv iously  co n sid e rab le . But p r in c ip a lly  they  come back to  s ty le ,  f e e l  and purpose. In 
th e  U ttarayaya ta , th e  law o f karma i s  p re se n ted  in  th e  form o f  a p e rso n a l 
re v e la t io n  o f  a d o c tr in e  th a t  i s  r a th e r  m yste rious  and la rg e ly  unknown and 
unaccepted. As i s  to  be expected , th e  speaker i s  a t  much g r e a te r  p a in s  to  explain  
how th is  not e x a c tly  obvious th eo ry  fu n c tio n s. M arkapdeya's d isc o u rse , though, is  
p re se n ted  a s  a tea c h in g  from a guru  to  a pup il. And by th e  tim e of Markangleya we 
may presum e th a t  th e  id ea  had much w ider cu rrency  and accep tance . To th e  e x te n t 
th a t  th e se  d o c tr in e s  a re  e la b o ra te d , th ey  a re  p re se n ted  a t  a f a i r ly  a b s tr a c t  leve l. 
Gone, o r 'p u r if ie d  o u t ', a re  a l l  th e  n a tu r a l i s t i c  and f o lk lo r i s t i c  e lem en ts o f th e  
U ttarayaya ta , But more s ig n i f ic a n t  i s  th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  d e ta i le d  w orkings o f th e se  
d o c tr in e s  a re  h a rd ly  e la b o ra te d  a t  a l l ,  For th e  p r in c ip a l  pu rpose  o f M arkapdeya's 
d isc o u rse  does no t seem to  be to  ex p la in  karma and saipsara, b u t to  e s ta b l is h  to  
Y u d h i? th ira 's  s a t i s f a c t io n  (and th e  s a t i s f a c t io n  o f l i s t e n e r s  g e n e ra lly )  th a t  a c ts  
and e v e n ts  do not occur a t  mere random and devoid o f a l l  meaning, but acco rd ing  to  
th e  u n iv e rs a l  o rd e r o f karma. I f  i t  was accep ted  th a t  human a c tio n s  a re  m eaningful, 
and th a t  -  w hatever c u rre n t  m is fo rtu n e s  and re v e r s e s  -  'good ' a c ts  d& re c e iv e  th e i r  
due f r u i t io n  in  t h i s  o r f u tu r e  l iv e s , then  a firm  fo u n d atio n  would be e s ta b lis h e d  
fo r  th e  im portance o f  fo llow ing  a l i f e  o f  a c tio n  <karmayoga), in  accordance w ith th e  
orthodox brahm apic view of dharma. In fa c t , once th e  d o c tr in e s  o f karma and 
tra n sm ig ra tio n  had been accep ted , i t  was p a r t ic u la r ly  im p o rtan t fo r  th e  orthodox 
t r a d i t io n  to  be ab le  to  account fo r  th e  Papdavas' r e v e r s a l  o f  fo r tu n e s  -  which was 
by any m easure se v e re  -  in  te rm s o f karma l e s t  th e  very  fo u n d a tio n s  fo r  ab id ing  by
s te? a m a sa u  nayam arighna lo k a h //
Ye dharmameva prathamaip c a ra n t i
dharmepa labdhvS ca dhanan i k a le /
D aranavapya k ra tu b h iry a ja n te
te?§mayaip caiva para$ca lo k a h //
Ye naiva vidyam na tap o  na danaip
na cap ! mudhSb p ra jan e  y a ta n te /
Na c ad h ig acch an ti sukhanyabhagya-
ste§am ayaip ca iva  para^ca  n S s t i / /  ib id .. 181.33-38.
29
dharma were th re a te n e d .1 The comments o f Kpgoa's e ld e r  b ro th e r  Balarama d e lin e a te
th e  problem. Balaram a and Kp?pa were prompted to  v i s i t  th e  Paodavas in  th e i r  fo re s t
e x ile  a f t e r  re c e iv in g  news th a t  Y u d h i? th ira  was p ra c t is in g  awesome a u s te r i t i e s .  On
se e in g  th e  em aciated  Y u d h is th ira , Balaram a comments:
0 Kp$$a, dharm ic conduct le a d s  no t to  w e ll-b e in g , and th e  adharm ic (conduct) 
of men lea d s  (not) to  d e fe a t i f  ou r g re a t-s o u le d , h a ir -b ra id e d , f o r e s t -  
dw elling, ba rk -w earing  Y udh i$ th ira  i s  d is t r e s s e d . Duryodhana ru le s  th e  e a r th  
and y e t th e  e a r th  does no t swallow him up; a man o f sm all in te l le c t  might 
indeed th in k  adharm ic conduct i s  b e t t e r  than  dharma.2
In th e  M ahabharata, then, th e  concern o f Markaodeysti and th e  orthodox brahm anic 
t r a d i t io n  he speaks fo r, does no t seem to  be w ith  karma and saipsara  a s  such, but 
w ith  dharma, Karma and saipsara  m erely prov ide a s o r t  o f sp rin g b o ard  to  j u s t i f y  th e  
im portance and p u r s u i t  o f o rthodox n o tio n s  o f dharma, a t  a tim e when many in  
s o c ie ty  were c o n sid e rin g  o th e r  p o s s ib i l i t i e s ,  I t  i s  obv iously  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  in  
M arkaijdeya's fo u rfo ld  c a lc u la tio n  o f th e  'g r e a te s t  good' igreyah paraip> th o se  who 
follow  mok§a o r  th e  fo u r th  end o f  th e  caturvarga  a t t a in  th e  o th e r  world only. But 
th o se  who follow  kama, artha  and dharma, th e  f i r s t  th re e  ends, a t t a in  th is  world and 
th e  nex t. In o th e r  words, th o se  who liv e  l i f e  in  th is  world and ab ide by th e  
concerns o f orthodox brahm aiiic s o c ie ty  a re  p re-em inen t. However, i t  i s  no tew orthy  
th a t  in  th i s  teach in g , which i s  designed  fo r  a more popu lar audience, th e  law o f 
karma i s  no t p re se n te d  a s  an iro n  law. Markai?d®ya adm its a p lace  fo r  th e  p lay  of 
chance and fa te . I t  m ight be su g g e s te d  th a t  fo r  th e  in ten d ed  audience, th e
1) These c o n s id e ra tio n s  can be seen  in  M arkandeya's f in a l  a s su ra n c e  to  th e  g riev in g  
Y udh i^ th ira : 'In  due course , you w ill  a t t a in  by your own a c ts  th e  h ig h e s t heaven, 
th e  abode o f th e  v ir tu o u s . 0 Ind ra  o f th e  Kurus, d e se rv e r  o f happ iness, beholding 
(even) your d i s t r e s s ,  ( s t i l l )  you must have no doub t.'
Svargaip paraip pupyakptaip n ivasaip
krameoa sa ipp rapsya tha  karm abhih sv a ilj/
Ma bhudvi^ankS ta v a  kauravendra
d r§ tva traanah  kle^amimaip su k h a rh a //  ib id .. 181,41.
2) Na kp?(ia dharm a^carito  bhavaya
jan toradharm agca p a ra b h a v a y a /
Y udh i? th iro  y a tr a  j a t l  mahStma
vanS^rayab k l ig y a t i  c l r a v a s a b / /
Duryodhana^capi mahlm p r a g a s t i
na c5sya bhum irvivaraip d a d a t i /
D harm adadharm agcarito g a r ly a -
n i t lv a  m anyeta naro  a lp ab u d d h ih // ib id ., 119.5-6.
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u n p re d ic ta b i l i ty  o f human e x is te n c e  was such an o p p ress iv e ly  obvious fa c t  th a t  an 
unbending law of karma would be too  much to  be liev e . Whatsmore, i t  may w ell have 
been too  much fo r  th e  brahmin a u th o rs  o f  th e  d id a c tic  s e c t io n s  on karma. So, by 
r e a s s e r t in g  th e  prim acy o f  karma th e i r  purpose was s u b s ta n t ia l ly  achieved; and by 
conceding a p lace  fo r  f a te ,  chance and tim e 1 th e  teach in g  i s  made more p a la ta b le , 
and an e v e r -u s e fu l  escape  c la u se  i s  provided  fo r when th e  m is fo rtu n e  o r su f fe r in g  
i s  too  m onstrous.
I f  any th ing , th e se  brahm in concerns w ith  th e  law o f  karma can be seen even more 
c le a r ly  in a s to ry  th a t  M5rkand®ya r e l a te s  to  Y u d h i? th ira  a l i t t l e  f u r th e r  on. The 
s e t t in g  o f th e  s to ry  i s  i t s e l f  s ig n if ic a n t.  The s to ry  beg ins w ith  a brahm in c a lle d  
Kau^ika d e s tro y in g  a heron  w ith  a mere g lance  and an angry  th o u g h t, fo r  th e  poor 
b ird  had dropped dung on h is  head as  he stood  under th e  t r e e  r e c i t in g  th e  Vedas. 
When th e  brahm in saw th e  b ird  dead he became so rro w fu l and ad m itted  th a t  passion  
and h a tre d  had p o ssesse d  him. The brahmin then  proceeded to  a household  to  beg 
food, but was made to  w ait w hile  th e  m is tre s s  of th e  house f i r s t  fed h e r hungry 
husband. The brahm in was angered  a t  th is .  But, because  o f her devo tion  to  dharma, 
she was aw are o f th e  brahm in 's d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  b ird ; and she d e liv e rs  a  long 
d isc o u rse  on th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f brahminhood, and as  anger and d e lu s io n  <krodhamohau) 
were not th e  marks o f  a brahmin, she concluded th a t  t h i s  brahmin did  no t r e a l ly  
know th e  dharma. She added th a t  a h u n te r  (vyadhaft) -  o f  a l l  peop le  -  who dw elt a t  
M ith ila  would exp la in  dharma to  him.*
A rriv ing  a t  M ith ila , Kauglka found th i s  h u n te r in  th e  m iddle o f a s la u g h te rh o u se  
where he so ld  th e  meat o f b u ffa lo  and deer. The h u n te r  g re e te d  him p roperly , and 
in d ic a tin g  th a t  th e  s la u g h te rh o u se  was no t a p roper p lac e  fo r  a  brahmin, took him 
home. There th e  brahm in com m iserated w ith th e  h u n te r  th a t  h is  occupation , which 
req u ired  him to  do such t e r r ib l e  deeds, did  not seem a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  him.3 But the
1) In M Srka^deys's 'h i s to r y ' Time seem s to  be th e  cause  o f man's i n i t i a l  f a l l ,
2) Ib id .. 197.1-44. 3) Ib id .. 198.10-18.
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h u n te r  d id  n o t d e s ire  sympathy, o r f e e l  th a t  i t  was even n ecessa ry ; and nor did he 
even f e e l  th a t  h is  work was wicked. Here was no o rd in a ry  h u n te r.
The h u n te r  soon exp la ined  th a t  in  h is  p rev ious body he had been a brahmin who 
had s tu d ie d  th e  Vedas and i t s  branches, and had fa l le n  to  h is  p re se n t cond ition  
th rough  h is  own f a u l t  <Stm ado^akptalr) .1 One day th e  brahm in had been out hunting  
c lo se  to  an agrama w ith  h is  f r ie n d  th e  king. The brahmin, though, had m istaken a 
d e e r-sk in  c lad  herm it fo r  th e  r e a l  th in g  and wounded him w ith  an arrow. That herm it, 
who p o ssessed  t e r r i b l e  tapas  (ugratapasajp), a n g rily  cu rsed  him to  be a h u n ter, bom  
from th e  womb of a gudra. The brahm in sought fo rg iv e n ess , and though th e  herm it 
r e i t e r a te d  h is  cu rse , he a lso  showed h is  g race  (prasadagca k p ta s ) by m odifying i t .  
Thus, though th e  brahm in would be born a h u n te r  from th e  womb o f a fuc/ra, he would 
be a knower o f dharma (dharma jno), be obed ien t to  h is  p a re n ts , remember h is  form er 
b ir th , go to  heaven, and he would again  be a brahmin a t  th e  te rm in a tio n  o f th e  
c u rse .32
This very  unconven tional h u n te r  then  d isco u rsed  on a wide v a r ie ty  o f to p ic s  to  
do w ith dharma and th e  behaviour o f th e  s t r i c t ;  but th e  u n derly ing  burden o f h is  
teach in g  i s  th a t  in d iv id u a ls  must f u l f i l l  t h e i r  c u rre n t lo t ,  no m a tte r  what, in  
accordance w ith  th e  orthodox brahm apic d ic ta te s  o f dharma. The ex p lan a tio n  and 
ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th i s  i s  th e  law o f karma. Though God o r th e  P lacer m ight o rdain  
th e  in d iv id u a l 's  c u rre n t p lace  in  th e  world, He does t h i s  on th e  b a s is  o f th a t  
p e rso n 's  p a s t  deeds, I t  i s  th e  in d iv id u a l a lone  who de te rm ines, and th u s  d eserv es , 
h is  c u rre n t lo t  th rough  h is  own p a s t deeds,
The h u n te r , in  f a c t , i s  h is  own b e s t example. To th e  brahm in he exp la ins:
The work I  perform , t h i s  i s  t e r r ib le ,  undoubtedly. But, 0 brahmin, o rd inance i s  
pow erful, fo r  our form er deeds a re  hard  to  overcome. This s in f u l  work i s  due 
to  e v i l  fo rm erly  done. Brahmin, I  e x e r t  m yself to  d e s tro y  th is  s in . When i t  i s  
determ ined  b e fo re  by ord inance, th e  s la y e r  i s  bu t th e  in stru m en t, (and) v e rily  
we become th e  in stru m en t o f t h i s  <former) karman, 0 h ig h e s t  o f th e  tw ice - 
born. ... What I do i s  my dharma (and) I  w ill  no t abandon i t .  I know i t  i s  due 
to  my form er deeds, (so) by th i s  work I  live . 0 brahmin, abandoning one 's  own 
work i s  h e re  looked upon a s  a g a in s t  dharma. But he who i s  devoted to  h is  own
1) Ib id .,198.22. 2) Ib id ., 205.21-29, 206 .1-6
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work, i t  i s  deemed to  be dharma, For a c ts  perform ed p rev io u s ly , do not abandon 
th e  embodied one; th e  P lace r co n sid e rs  th i s  o rd inance  in  many ways in  h is  
d e te rm in a tio n  o f one 's  w ork,1
T herefo re , concluded th e  h u n te r , 'A s e n s ib le  man who l iv e s  by a c ru e l  occupation
should  conside r how h is  occupation  can be made v ir tu o u s  (and) how to  be d e liv e red
from being  d e fe a te d  (by i t ) . ,E Again th e  h u n te r  was h is  own b e s t example. Thus th is
h u n te r  did  no t s la y  an im als h im se lf  but m erely so ld  th e  meat o f anim als s la in  by
o th e r s ,3 and did no t h im se lf  e a t  meat, Moreover, he abided by th e  v a rio u s  orthodox
g-phastha v ir tu e s . He only lay  w ith  h is  w ife  a t  her f e r t i l e  season; he only a te  a t
n ig h t, and fa s te d  by th e  day; he was tru th -s p e a k in g  alw ays; gave as  much a s  he was
able; liv e d  only on th e  leav in g s  <ava$i$ iena> l e f t  by gods, g u e s ts  and dependents;
desp ised  no th ing; rep roved  no one more pow erfu l than  h im se lf; was obed ien t to  h is
p a re n ts  and b e t te r s ;  honoured th e  brahm ins; and observed  th e  dharma,*
The ups and downs o f  l i f e ,  th e  h u n te r  s te r n ly  em phasised, were due to  karma and
were th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f th e  doer alone. They were no t due to  th e  v a rio u s  e x te rn a l
'fo rc e s ' th a t  man more norm ally  p re fe r re d  to  blame.
W hether one does good deeds o r bad deeds, 0 b e s t  o f th e  tw ice  born, th is  man 
n e c e s s a r i ly  in cu rs  ( th e  r e s u l t ) ;  th e re  i s  no doubt here . And having in cu rred  a 
bad lo t ,  blam es th e  gods se v e re ly , The un learned  (person) does no t reco g n ise  
h is  (own) s in f u l  acts.®
1) Yadahaip h y acare  karma ghoram etadasaip^ayam // (1)
V idh istu  balavanbrahm andustaraip  h i  purakptam /
P u rakp tasya  pSpasya karmado?o bhavatyayam /
D o§asyaitasya  v a i b rahm anvighate  ya tnavanaham // (2)
V idhina v ih i te  purvaip n im itta ip  gh§ tako  b h a v e t/
N im ittabhn tS  h i  vayaip karmaipo asya  d v ijo tta m a //  (3)
Svadharma i t i  kp tv§  tu  na ty a ja m i d v ijo tta m a /
P u ra k p tam iti jn a tv §  jxvSm yetena ka rm an a// (14)
Svakarma ty a ja to  brahmannadharma iha  d p jy a te /
Svakarm anirato  y a s tu  sa  dharma i t i  n i^ c a y a h // (15)
Purvaip h i  v ih itaip  karma dehinaip na v im unca ti/
D h5 tra  vidhirayaip  dp$to  bahudha karm an irpaye// (16) ib id .. 199.1-3 & 14-16.
2) D ra§ tavyaqi tu  b h a v e tp ra jn a  krQre karm anl v a r t a t§ /
Kathaip karma ^ubhaip kury§rp kathaip mucye par abhav a t  / ib id .. 199 .17 //
3) Though in  a long ju s t i f i c a t io n  o f h is  own occupation , he j u s t i f i e s  -  under p roper 
c ircu m stan ces  -  th e  hun tin g  and e a tin g  o f  meat. Ib id .. 199,4-13.
4) Ib id .. 198.20-22, 198.31-32, 199.18,
5) Yatkarotya^ubhaip karma gubhaip v5 d v ija sa tta m a /
Ava^yaip ta tsa m S p n o ti pu ru?o  n 5 t r a  saipgayal)//
Vi^amaip ca da^Sip prSpya d e v a n g a rh a ti v a i bhp$am/
S.tmanah karmadosaiji na vijanatyapaodttah// ibid.. 200 .5-6 .
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And because th e  un lea rn ed  f a i l  to  rec o g n ise  th e  im portance o f t h e i r  own a c ts ,  they
f a i l  to  r e a l i s e  th a t  they  alone a re  capab le  o f being th e i r  own sa lv a tio n . I t  is  th e i r
own a c tio n s  th ey  shou ld  r e ly  on. Man alone i s  th e  cause  o f  h is  own f a l l  and th e
means o f h is  own sa lv a tio n .
The foo l, th e  d ish o n e s t (person), and a ls o  th e  f ic k le , 0 b e s t o f th e  tw ice - 
born, they  have n o t th e  u nders tand ing , w ise conduct o r manly courage to  save 
them selves when a r e v e r s a l  o f p le a su re  and pain  i s  experienced . W hatever 
d e s ire d  o b jec t he should  seek, th a t  d e s ire d  o b jec t he w ill  a t t a in ,  i f  th e  f r u i t  
of ( th is )  man's a c tio n  shou ld  no t be dependent on a n o th e r .1
N ev erth e less , w hile  re ly in g  on h is  own unders tand ing , conduct and manly e f f o r t ,
a man s t i l l  cannot p ro te c t  h im se lf  from l i f e 's  many r e v e r s e s  -  r e v e r s e s  which a re
th e  f r u i t  o f  one 's  own p a s t  deeds. Man i s  a p r iso n e r  no t o f f a t e  o r o f th e  gods but
of h is  own p a s t deeds which c a rry  over from one l i f e  to  an o th er, and th e  f r u i t  o f
which he a lone  w ill  inexo rab ly  experience .
But v ir tu o u s  men who a re  re s t ra in e d , ab le  and w ise, a re  seen  to  be 
u n su c c e ss fu l and f a i l in g  in  a l l  t h e i r  a c tio n s . (While) some o th e r  (person) i s  
fo re v e r  ready  to  in ju re  c re a tu re s  and to  cheat mankind, (ye t) here  he l iv e s  
happily . P ro sp e r ity  can a tte n d  someone who s i t s  w ithou t e x e r t in g  h im self, 
(w hile) someone doing deeds does no t o b ta in  what should  be ob tained . ...
(Under) th e  same a u sp ic io u s  s ta r s ,  many (people) do appear. (Yet) g re a t  i s  th e  
d iv e rse n e ss  o f f r u i t  ( th a t)  i s  observed  in  th e  ju n c tu re  o f t h e i r  p rev io u s 
deeds. No one, 0 b e s t o f  brahm ins, i s  m aste r o f  h is  own lo t;  (what) appears  
he re  i s  th e  m atu ring  o f o n e 's  own o r ig in a l  deeds. Brahmin, t h i s  i s  accord ing  
to  sa c re d  knowledge: th e  so u l i s  indeed e te rn a l ,  (and) th e  body o f a l l  liv in g  
c re a tu re s  in  t h i s  world i s  t r a n s ie n t .  When th e  person  i s  s tru c k  down, th e  
body, too, i s  destro y ed , (and) th e  so u l wanders to  a n o th e r  (body) bound by the  
bonds o f (p rev ious) deeds. ... For no one e ls e  en joys th e  deeds th a t  one has 
done; th e  doer a lone  p a r ta k e s  o f th e  happ iness and s u ffe r in g . W hatever deed 
he has done, th a t  he a t ta in s ;  th e re  i s  no d e s tru c tio n  o f what i s  done. Those 
of impure c h a ra c te r  become pure; th e  b e s t o f men become d o ers  o f e v il. In 
t h i s  world a man i s  follow ed by h is  own deeds. By th e s e  he i s  determ ined, 
then  he i s  bom .52
1) MuqJho n a ik r t ik a ^ c a p i  capala<;ca d v ijo tta m a / 
Sukhaduhkhaviparyaso yada sam upapadyate/
Nainaip p ra jn a  sun itam  va  t r a y a te  na lva  p au ru sam //
Yo yam icchedyatha kamam tarp tarp kamaip sam agnuyat/
Yadi eyadaparadh lnaip  p u ru ?asy a  k riy ap h a lam // ib id .. 200 .7-8 .
2) Saipyatagcapi dak?agca m atim antagca m anavab/
Dpgyante n isp h a la b  sa n ta b  p rahaijab  sa rv ak arm ab h ib // <9> 
BhGtSnamaparab kagciddhinsaySip s a t a t o t t h i t a b /
Vaficanayaip ca lokasya  sa  sukheneha j l v a t i / /  (10) 
Acestam anam Ssinam  <jrlb k a ip c id u p a ti^ th a ti/
KagcitkarmSr?! kurvanhi na p rS pyam adh igaccha ti// (11)
Bahavab saippradpgyante tu ly a n a k ?a tra m an g a la b /
Mahacca phalavai$arayaip dpgyate karm asaipdhipu// (21)
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For th e  h u n te r  i t  i s  an unden iab le  f a c t  o r o b se rv a tio n  th a t  man i s  n o t in  f u l l  
c o n tro l o f h is  own d e s tin y , fo r  i f  he was 'No one would d ie , no one would age, a l l  
would have every  d e s ire , and none would experience  th e  d isa g re e a b le , i f  th ey  had 
c o n tro l o f th e m se lv e s .'1
At th is ,  th e  brahm in asks some c ru c ia l  q u e s tio n s  concern ing  th e  a c tu a l  workings
o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n : 'How does he a r i s e  in  th e  womb; (and) how i s  th e  b ir th
favou rab le  o f th e  v ir tu o u s  and u n favou rab le  o f  th e  e v il;  how goes i t ,  b e s t o f men?'K
The h u n te r  a g re e s  to  ex p la in  a l l  t h i s  s u c c in tly  and quick ly  isam asena tu  te
k$ipram), and th i s  he does, fo r  h is  ex p lan a tio n  am ounts to  no more th an  'T h is  karma,
i t  appears, i s  connected w ith  im p reg n atio n .'3 In s te a d  he d isc o u rs e s  anew on th e
m ise rie s  o f th e  bonded, tra n s m ig ra tin g  sou l. T his i s  p ic tu re d  a s  a s t a t e  o f c o n s ta n t
s u ffe r in g . Any ap p a ren t happ iness i s  m erely an o th e r form o f  s u ffe r in g .
By means o f v ir tu o u s  (deeds) one w ill  become d iv ine; th rough  mixed (deeds) 
one w ill  become a man; th rough  deluded (deeds) one ( is  born) in  anim al wombs; 
and th ro u g h  s in f u l  deeds, one goes to  h e ll. A man, because  o f th e  e v ils  done 
by h im se lf, i s  cooked in  tra n sm ig ra tio n , and c o n s ta n tly  a s s a i le d  by th e  
s u f f e r in g s  o f  b i r th ,  dea th  and old age. Bound by th e  bonds o f  t h e i r  p rev ious 
deeds, th e  s o u ls  r o l l  round, going to  thousands o f anim al wombs and to  h e ll . 
Having died , a c re a tu re  s u f f e r s  because o f w hatever deed he has done h im self. 
He a t t a in s  an im pure womb, fo r  th e  sake o f r e s i s t i n g  th a t  s u ffe r in g . 
Thereupon, he ag a in  ta k e s  up numerous o th e r  new deeds; bu t, because o f th e se  
(new deeds), he i s  cooked again , l ik e  a s ick  man who has e a te n  what is  
u n su ita b le . Ever a f f l i c te d  w ith  s u ffe r in g , (though) c a lle d  happy and no t
Na kacjcid l$ate  brahm ansvayaipgrahasya s a tta m a /
Karmaipaip prakptanarp  v a i iha  s id d h ib  p ra d p ^ y a te //  (22)
Y atha $ ru tir iy a ip  brahman jlv a b  k ila  s a n a ta n a b /
£ariram adhruvaip loke sa rv e  saip p ra p in a m ih a // (23)
Vadhyamane £ a r i r e  tu  dehanaco b h a v a ty u ta /
Jivaij saijikramate a n y a tra  karraabandhanibandhanab// <24)
Anyo h i  n S ^ n a ti  kptaip h i karma
sa  eva k a r ta  sukhadubkhabhag l/
Y attena kiipciddhi kptaip h i  karma
tad a£ n u te  n a s t i  kp tasy a  n S ^ a b // (27)
A pupya^Ila^ca b h av an ti puijya
n aro ttam ab  papakpto  b h a v a n ti/
Naro a n u y a ta s tv ih a  karm abhih s v a i-
s ta ta h  sam u tpadyati b h a v i ta s ta ib / /  (28) ib id ., 200.9-11 St 21 -24  & 27-28.
1) Na m riyeyurna jiry e y u b  sa rv e  syub sarvakam ikab /
NSpriyaip p ra tipa^yeyu rva^ itva ip  y ad i v a i b h a v e t/ /  ib id .. 200.19.
2) Kathaip saipbhavate yonau kathaip va  punyapapayob/
J a t l b  puoya hyapuoya$ca kathaip g a c ch a ti s a t ta m a //  ib id .. 200,29.
3) GarbhadhanasaraSyuktaip karmedarp saippradpqyate/ ib id .. 200.30,
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s u ffe r in g , he w anders about in  tra n sm ig ra tio n , f in d in g  i t s  many wheels, 
because h is  bondage has n o t ceased  and because h is  (form er) deeds r i s e  up .1
Though th e  in d iv id u a l i s  th u s  a p r iso n e r  o f h is  own p a s t  and s u f f e r s
accord ing ly , t h i s  does not mean th a t  he i s  com pletely  determ ined  and pow erless w ith
re sp e c t to  th e  fu tu re . Proper conduct does m atte r , and p roper conduct i s  conduct in
accordance w ith  dharma. In th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e , i t  can lead  to  a so jo u rn  in  heaven
w ith  i t s  consequent r e s p i te  from s u ffe r in g .
But i f  h is  f e t t e r s  cease  and he i s  p u r if ie d  by h is  p rev io u s  a c ts , he a t t a in s  
to  th e  w orlds o f  v ir tu e , (and) having gone th e re  he s u f f e r s  no pain. Doing 
ev il, th e  one o f e v il  conduct a t t a in s  an e v il  end. T h erefo re , one should  s t r iv e  
to  do v i r tu e  and shun what cau se s  one to  f a l l ,  I f  uncom plaining and g ra te fu l ,  
a man d e v o te s  h im se lf  only to  th e  a u sp ic io u s, he a t t a in s  to  happ iness, dharma, 
p r o f i t  and heaven, A p e rfe c te d , subdued, re s t ra in e d , s e l f - c o n t ro l le d  and w ise 
man has an e x is te n c e  (which i s )  boundless h e re  in  t h i s  w orld and in  th e  o th e r  
world. ... The w ise man r e jo ic e s  in  dharma, he l iv e s  on dharma, and when he has 
gained  p o sse ss io n s  th rough  dharma, good brahmin, he w a te rs  th e  ro o t of 
dharma, w herever he s e e s  v i r tu e s ,2
However, though th i s  v ir tu o u s  one may ga in  heaven and th e  a p p ro p r ia te  rew ards o f
h is  v i r tu e  (i.e . th e  f r u i t  o f dharma'), n e v e r th e le s s  he rem ains w ith in  th e  cycle of
1) Qubhaib p rayogairdevatvaip  vyami<jrairm§nu§o b h av e t/
M ohaniyairv iyoni?u  tvadhogam l ca k i lb i? a ib / /
Ja tim p ty u ja rad u h k h aih  sa ta ta ip  sam abh id ru tab /
Sarpsare pacyamSna^ca d o $ a ira tm a k p ta irn a ra b //
T iry a g y o n isah a sra o i g a tv a  narakameva c a /
J iv a b  sa q ip a r iv a rta n te  karm abandhanibandhanab//
J a n tu s tu  k a rm a b h is ta is ta ib  sv a k r ta ib  p re ty a  d u h k h itah / 
T addubkhapratighatartham apuijyaiji yon im a^nute //
Tatah karma sa m a d a tte  punaranyannavaip bahu/
Pacyate  to  p u n asten a  bhuktva p a th y a m iv a tu ra h //
Ajasram eva duhkharto  aduhkh itah  sukhasa ip jn itah /
Tato  an ivp ttabandhatva tkarm anam udayadap i/
P a rik ra m a ti sa ijisare  cakravadbahuvedanalj// ib id .. 200,32-37 .
2) Sa cen n iv p ttab an d h astu  v iguddha^capi karm abhih/
P ra p n o ti su k p ta n llo k a n y a tra  g a tv a  na $ o c a t i / /  (38)
Papaip k u rv an p a p a v rttab  papasyantaip  n iy a c c h a ti /
Tasmatpuciyaip y a te tk a rtu ip  v a r ja y e ta  ca p a tak am // (39)
Anasuyub k rta jn a^ c a  ka lyaoanyeva s e v a te /
Sukhani dharmamarthaiji ca svargaip ca lab h a te  n a ra h / /  <40)
Saipskptasya h i d a n ta sy a  n iy a ta sy a  y a ta tm anah /
P ra jf ia sy a n a n ta ra  v p t t i r ih a  loke p a ra t ra  c a / /  (41)
P ra jno  dharmena ram ate  dharmaqi c a iv o p a jlv a ti /
Tasya dharm adavap tegu  dhane?u d v ija sa tta m a /
Tasyaiva s ih c a te  mQlaip gutiSnpa^yati y a tra  v a i / /  (44) ib id .. 200.38-41 & 44. 
Amending C r i t ic a l  E d ition  'na g a c c h a ti ' in  200.39 to  'n iy a c c h a ti ' fo r  which th e re  
i s  sound t e x tu a l  su p p o rt. The C r i t ic a l  E d ition  would rea d  'Doing e v il, th e  one of 
e v i l  conduct goes not to  an e v i l  end* -  which h a rd ly  makes sense .
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saipsara  and a so jo u rn  in heaven i s  m erely follow ed by a new b ir th . T herefore,
u ltim a te ly  th e  v ir tu o u s  and w ise w il l  go beyond th e  p u r s u i t  o f heaven and seek
f in a l  r e le a s e  from th e  cyc le  o f r e b ir th .  This, though, can only be achieved by th e
r ig h t  means, bu t l i t t l e  more i s  s a id  o f th e se  means th an  th e  adop tion  o f
ren u n c ia tio n , in d if fe re n c e , a u s te r i ty  and s e lf - c o n t ro l .  But what th e  h u n te r  does
em phasise i s  th a t  even th i s  f in a l  p u rs u i t  does no t mean th e  abandonment of dharma.
Having ob ta in ed  th e  f r u i t  o f dharma, a (man) may no t be s a t i s f ie d ,  0 g r e a te s t  
of th e  tw ice -b o rn . And no t being  s a t i s f ie d ,  he a c c e p ts  h is  d is g u s t  w ith  th e  
eye o f knowledge. A man, in  t h i s  world, w ith th e  eye o f In s ig h t, does not 
a t ta c h  (h im self) to  (what i s )  d e fe c tiv e ; i f  he chooses, he grows in d if fe re n t  
(bu t) he does n o t g ive  up dharma. O bserving th a t  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  world is  
decay, he d e v o te s  h im se lf  to  abandoning ev ery th in g ; thereupon  he s t r iv e s  fo r  
'l ib e r a t io n ’, (bu t) by th e  r ig h t  means, no t th e  wrong. Thus he a c ce p ts  th e  
d isg u s t , abandons e v i l  deeds, becomes s e t  on dharma, and a t t a in s  to  f in a l  
re le a se . For a c re a tu re , a u s te r i ty  i s  b e s t o f a l l ,  (and) equanim ity  and s e l f -
c o n tro l  a re  i t s  ro o t; by i t ,  he o b ta in s  a l l  th e  d e s ir e s  which he d e s ire s  in  h is
mind. Through th e  re p re s s io n  o f th e  sen ses , th ro u g h  t r u th  and s e lf - c o n t ro l ,  he 
a t t a in s  to  th e  p lace  of brahman, which i s  th e  u n iv e r s a l  so u l, 0 b e s t o f  th e  
tw ic e -b o rn .1
The h u n te r  (un like Marka$de ya > has in tro d u ced  a new and im portan t 
co n sid e ra tio n : f in a l  escape  from karma can only be ach ieved  by rem oving o n e se lf  
a lto g e th e r  from th e  cycle  o f tra n sm ig ra tio n . However, l i t t l e  a t te n t io n  i s  pa id  to  
th i s  p o in t, j u s t  as  l i t t l e  c lo se  c o n s id e ra tio n  i s  g iven  to  th e  w orkings o f  karma and 
tra n sm ig ra tio n . Like Markand©ya» th e  h u n te r 's  p r in c ip a l  concern i s  to  use  karma and 
saipsara  to  ju s t i f y  why th e  in d iv id u a l must con tinue  to  perform  th e  d u tie s  o r dharma 
th a t  p e r ta in  to  h is  s ta t io n  in  l i f e  -  however u n d e s ira b le . The same concern l i e s  
behind th e  fp u r th  o f th e  M ahabharata's d e ta ile d  d isc u ss io n s  o f th e s e  d o c tr in e s .
1) Dharmasya ca phalaip labdhva na tp p y a ti  m ahadvija /
Atppyamaoo n irv e d a m a d a tte  jn a n a c a k ? u § a //
P ra jn a c ak ^ u m a ra  iha  do^aip n a iv a n u ru d h y a te /
V ira jy a ti  yathakamaip na ca dharmarii v im u n c a ti//
S a rv a ty ag e  ca y a ta te  dp?tvS  lokaip k§ayatmakam/
Tato mok§e p ra y a ta te  nSnup& yadupSyatab//
Evaip n irv ed am S d atte  papaip karma ja h S ti  c a /
Dh§rm ika$capi b h a v a ti mok?aip ca lab h a te  param //
Tapo nih^reyasaip  ja n to s ta s y a  mulaip $amo damat?/
Tena sa rv S n a v a p n o ti kam §nySnm anasecchati//
IndriyEpSip n irodhena sa ty e n a  ca damena c a /
Brahmai^ah padam apnoti yatparaip  d v i ja s a tta m a //  ib id ..200.4-7-52.
37
In th e  m idst o f Bhl^m a's in te rm in ab le  tea c h in g s  in  th e  $5ntiparvan  and
AnugSsanaparvan, Y u d h i^ h ira  ask s  to  h ear about th e  h ig h e s t o rd inances of th e  cycle
o f b i r th  and d ea th  ( saipsaravldhimuttamam ). At th i s  tim ely  moment th e  g re a t  pp i
Bphaspati, who i s  a ls o  p r ie s t  to  th e  gods, shows up, Bhl?ma ta k e s  a break and
su g g e s ts  Y u dh i$ th ira  ask  B phaspati, adding th a t  't h i s  (su b je c t)  i s  an e te rn a l
m ystery ' (.etadguhyaip sanatanam),''
Y u d h is th ira  f i r s t  a sk s  B phaspati two q u es tio n s : who was th e  fr ie n d  o f m orta l
c re a tu re s  (m artyasya  kai? sahayo), th e  fa th e r ,  m other, son o r tea c h e r; and who
fo llow s th e  d ep a rted  to  th e  nex t world?* B phaspati answ ers th a t  a t  d ea th  one has no
m orta l fr ien d . The k i th  and kin o f  th e  d ep a rted  mourn b r ie f ly  over th e  dead body and
then  go th e i r  own way. In th e  f in a l  a n a ly s is , ex p la in s  B phaspati: 'A being  i s  born
alone, 0 king, (and) d ie s  alone; (and) t r a v e r s e s  (h is )  d i f f i c u l t i e s  alone, and
undergoes m is fo rtu n e  a lo n e ,,3
Only one th in g  accom panies th e  dead as  a fr ien d , and th a t  i s  th a t  in d iv id u a l 's
accum ulated dharma, o r v i r tu e  o r r ig h te o u sn e ss .
T h erefo re  men should  alw ays devo te  them selves to  v i r tu e  fo r  a fr ien d . A 
liv in g  c re a tu re  endowed w ith  v ir tu e  goes to  th e  h ig h e s t Heaven. S im ila rly , (a 
man) endowed w ith  n o n -v ir tu e  e n te r s  h e ll . T h e refo re  a w ise man shou ld  devote  
h im se lf  to  v i r tu e  th rough  w ealth  r ig h t ly  come by. V ir tu e  i s  th e  only fr ie n d  of 
men in  th e  nex t world. ... V irtue , w ealth  and p le a s u re  -  th e s e  th re e  form th e  
f r u i t  o f  l i f e .  (One shou ld) a t t a in  th e se  th re e  by shunning n o n -v ir tu e .A
While v ir tu o u s  o r dharm ic behav iour a lone  can be considered  a s  a frie n d , th e  idea
ex p ressed  by B phaspati i s  th a t  o n e 's  a c ts , good and bad, a lone  accompany one in  the
h e re a f te r .  I t  must a ls o  be no ted  th a t  B phaspati em phasises v ir tu o u s  behav iour in  the
p u rs u i t  o f th e  th re e  ends o f man, which were o f such c a rd in a l  im portance to  th e
1) A nu^asanaparvan, 112.1-4. 2) Ib id .. 112.9-10.
3) Ekal? p ra su to  ra je n d ra  ja n tu re k o  v in a ^ y a ti/
E k a s ta ra t i  durgapti g accha tyeka9ca d u rg a tim // ib id .. 112.11; and 112.12-13.
4) Tasmaddharmah sa h S y a rth e  se v ita v y ab  sa d a  npbhil?/
P ra o l dharm asam ayukto g acch a te  svargatiiji param /
Tathaivadharm asaipyukto n a ra k a y o p a p ad y a te // (14) 
T asm annyayagata ira rtha irdharm am  se v e ta  p an d it a h /
Dharma eko manu?y§i?aip sahayab  p S ra la u k ik a h // <15)
D harm a£cartha9ca kama^ca tr i ta y a ip  j l v i t e  phalam /
E ta ttrayam avS p tavyam adharm aparivarjitam // (17) ib id .. 112.14-15 & 17.
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orthodox t r a d i t io n  -  dharma, artha  and kama. However, a s  good a c ts  a lso  have karmic 
consequences, i t  may be presum ed th a t  fo r  B phaspati th e  g o a l i s  a b e t te r  h e re a f te r  
and h ig h er r e b i r th  r a th e r  th an  r e le a s e  from th e  cycle o f e x is te n c e , B phaspati's
concern is  th e  concern o f  th e  orthodox  t r a d i t io n  -  people  shou ld  a t  a l l  c o s ts  f u l f i l l
th e i r  s o c ia l  o b lig a tio n s .
Y u d h l $ t h i r a  then  asks  about th e  s t a t e  o r arrangem ent o f  th e  body (^a rx ra - 
vicayam) a f t e r  death ; how does v i r tu e  fo llow  th e  d e p a rted ?  B p h asp a ti 's  answ er i s  not 
e n t i r e ly  c le a r  but does seem to  assum e th a t  som ething lik e  a s u b tle  body
accom panies th e  so u l on th e  d ea th  o f  th e  p h y sica l body, and c a r r ie s  w ith  i t  th e  a c ts
which th e  f iv e  e lem ents o f th e  body bear w itn ess  to  du ring  th e  l ife tim e  of th e
c re a tu re .
E arth , wind, e th e r , w ater and l ig h t  as  th e  f i f th ,  along w ith  th e  in te l l e c t  and 
th e  sou l, th ey  p e rp e tu a lly  see  v ir tu e  and c o n tin u a lly  b ear w itn ess  h e re  to  a l l
l iv in g  c re a tu re s . With th e se , v i r tu e  fo llow s th e  j lv a  ( a f te r  death ). Skin,
bones, f le sh , v i t a l  seed  and blood, 0 g rea t-m in d ed  one, th e s e  abandon th e  body
th a t  has been l e f t  by th e  Jlva. Then <if) endowed w ith  v i r tu e  th a t  j lv a
f lo u r is h e s  in  h a p p in e ss .1
But how p re c is e ly  an in ta n g ib le  q u a n tity  l ik e  th e  e f f e c t s  o f good and bad deeds can
become a tta c h e d  to  a m a te r ia l  q u a n ti ty  lik e  th e  body's e lem en ts  i s  not made c lea r.
Y u d h i? th ira  th en  a sk s  abou t th e  o r ig in s  o f th e  v i t a l  seed  (katham retafr 
p ra va rta te ). B phaspati ex p la in s  th a t  when th e  e lem en ts o f th e  body -  e a r th , wind, 
e th e r , w ater, l ig h t  and mind -  a re  s a t i s f i e d  ( tp p te $ u > th rough  th e  e a tin g  o f food, 
then  th e  v i t a l  seed  is  produced (retafr saippadyate)\ and when in te rc o u rs e  tak e s  p lace 
betw een a man and a woman, th e  fo e tu s  i s  produced ( ta to  garbhafr saijibhavati). With 
conception  exp la ined , Y udhis^h ira  a sk s  how th e  so u l th a t  i s  b e g o tte n  assum es a body 
<ja ta s tu  purupafi p ra p a d ya ti). B phaspati ex p la in s  th a t  th e  so u l, though no t su b je c t to
1) P p th iv I vayurakSgam apo jy o ti^ c a  pancamam/
Buddhiratm S ca s a h i t a  dharmaip pa<jyanti n i ty a d a / /
Praiiinam iha sarve§aip  sS k § ib h u ta n i cani^am /
E ta i^ca  sa  ha dharmo ap i taip jiv a m an u g acch a ti// 
Tvagasthim ahsaip $ukrai]i ca (jooitaip ca m aham ate/
Qarlraiji v a r ja y a n ty e te  j lv i te n a  v iv a r j i ta m //
T ato  dharm asam ayuktah sa  j lv a h  sukham edhate/ib id .. 112.20-23.
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space  o r tim e, i s  n e v e r th e le s s  bonded to  a m a te r ia l  body: '(Though) being boundless
and p e rp e tu a l, ( th e  so u l)  i s  overwhelmed by th e se  (m a te ria l)  e lem en ts. And (when)
fre e d  from th e s e  e lem ents, i t  ag a in  goes th e  o th e r  way (i.e . th rough  death), But th e
jiv a , jo ined  to  th e s e  e lem en ts, a t t a in s  (a body). Then (th e se  e lem en ts) w itn ess  h is
a c ts , w hether good o r b a d .'1
Next, Y udh i§ th lra  ask s  where th e  j iv a  r e s id e s  to  a t t a in  h ap p in ess  and s u ffe r in g
(Jlvah  ... kvasthafr sukhaduhkhe samagnute) once i t  h as  abandoned th e  m a te r ia l
e lem ents o f th e  body, B phaspati in d ic a te s  th e  j iv a  i s  qu ick ly  rebo rn  in  a new body,
and th e re  en joys o r s u f f e r s  accord ing  to  th e  a c ts  i t  h as  accum ulated.
The j iva , jo ined  to  i t s  v ir tu e , qu ick ly  e n te r s  th e  seed , and mixed w ith  the  
m enses o f  women, i s  born in  tim e, 0  B harata . (A fte r b i r th )  th e  man o b ta in s  
m isery, and th e  p a in fu l  cycle  o f r e b i r th  -  dea th  and to rm ent th rough  Yama's 
a t te n d a n ts . Here in  th i s  world, from b i r th  onwards, a being, 0 P a rth iv a , 
ex p erien ces  th e  a c ts  he has done, based on th e  f r u i t  o f h is  v i r tu e .2
Given th e  f r u i t  o f th e  in d iv id u a l 's  a c ts , th e re  a re , acco rd ing  to  B rhaspati, two
p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  I f , acco rd ing  to  th e  b e s t o f  h is  power th e  in d iv id u a l fo llow s v ir tu e
from b i r th  onwards, he en joys p e rp e tu a l  happ iness. I f  h is  a c ts  a re  mixed, both
v ir tu o u s  and n o n -v ir tu o u s , th e  j iv a  f i r s t  undergoes h app iness  and th en  s u ffe r in g .
T h e re a f te r , B phaspati says  no th ing  fu r th e r  about happ iness, bu t o u t l in e s  th e
n a tu re  and e x te n t o f  t h i s  s u f f e r in g  in  fo rb idd ing  d e ta i l .  An in d iv id u a l 's  lack  o f
v ir tu e , i t  would seem, i s  re q u ite d  f i r s t  by torm ent in  h e ll , and th en  r e b i r th  in
v a rio u s  low and d esp ised  anim al form s, B phaspati exp la in s:
(He who) i s  endowed w ith  u n r ig h te o u sn e ss  goes to  th e  domain o f Yama. Having 
met w ith  g re a t  s u f f e r in g  ( th e re ), he i s  reborn  in  an anim al womb. ... ( I f )  a 
tw ice -b o rn  (person), having s tu d ie d  th e  fo u r Vedas, i s  f i l l e d  w ith  fo lly , (and) 
thereupon  ac ce p ts  (som ething) from a f a l le n  man, he i s  born in  th e  womb o f an 
a ss, He l iv e s  as  an a ss  fo r  f i f te e n  y ea rs , 0 B hara ta . (A fte r he has) d ied  as 
an a s s  he (then) has to  l iv e  as  a b u ll  fo r  seven  y ears . And a lso , ( a f te r  he
1) Asannam Strab sa ta tam  ta irb h u ta ira b h ib h u y a te /
V ipram ukta^ca ta i rb h u ta ib  punaryatyaparS ip  g a tim /
Sa tu  bhutasam Syuktah p rS p n u te  j lv a  eva h a / /
Tato  asy a  karma p a^ y an ti ^ubhaqi va  yadi vaqubham/ ib id .. 112.29-30,
2) JIvo  dharm asam ayuktah ^Ighraip re ta s tv a m a g a ta h /
S trlija ip  puspaip sam asadya s ti te  kS lena b h a r a ta / /
Yamasya p u ru ^a ih  kle^aip yamasya puru?airvadham /
Dubkham sarpsSracakraqi ca na rah  kle<jaip ca v in d a t i / /
Ihaloke ca sa  p r a p l  janm aprabhpti p a r th iv a /
Svakrtaqi karma v a i bhunkte dharm asya p h a la m a ^ r ita b //  ib id .. 112,32-34,
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has) d ied  a s  a b u ll, he (then) is  born a s  a brahmin rak?asa. (He liv e s )  a s  a 
brahmin rak$asa  fo r  th re e  months; then  he i s  born (again) a s  a brahm in.1
And again:
0 King, th e  u n g ra te fu l  (man) a t d ea th  goes to  th e  domain o f Yama. In the  
domain o f Yama, he in cu rs  t e r r ib l e  punishm ent th rough  th e  enraged  (se rv a n ts  
o f Yama). S harp-edged  sp e a rs , hammers, sp ikes , t e r r i b l e  h e a te d  ja r s ,  (heated) 
sand, and th e  th o rn s  o f th e  ga lm alf  (p lan t)  (are  used) in  th e  t e r r ib l e  h e ll  o f 
A sipa ttravan a  ( 'f o r e s t  o f sword b lad es ') . ... Having in c u rre d  th e re  th e se  
d re a d fu l to rm en ts , then  he i s  s la in , 0 B harata. (A fte r)  r e tu rn in g  to  th e  wheel 
o f tra n sm ig ra tio n  he i s  rebo rn  in  th e  womb o f a worm, (There) he l iv e s  as  a 
worm fo r  f i f te e n  y ea rs , 0 B hara ta . Then, having  e n te re d  a womb, he indeed d ie s  
th e re  p rem atu re ly . Then ( th is )  c re a tu re  i s  born th ro u g h  many hundreds o f 
wombs. Having gone th rough  many tra n sm ig ra tio n s , th en  he i s  rebo rn  as an 
an im al.2
He has, though, s t i l l  a long way to  go b e fo re  re g a in in g  human form. I f  t h i s  i s  th e  
lo t  o f one who i s  m erely g u i l ty  o f th e  s in  o f in g ra t i tu d e , th e  m essage i s  c le a r  
enough: g iven  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma r ig h t  behav iour i s  o f th e  f i r s t  im portance. And 
r ig h t  behav iour in  t h i s  c o n tex t means ab id ing  by one 's  varpafraraa  dharma.3
The f in a l  d e ta i le d  d isc u ss io n  o f karma and saipsara  in  th e  Mahabharata i s  to  be 
found in  th e  Agvamedhlkaparvant where th e re  o ccu rs th e  p h ilo so p h ica l t e x t  known as 
th e  Anug-Ita. A fte r  d e c lin in g  to  re p e a t  to  th e  f o rg e t fu l  Arjuna th e  B hagavadgita  -  
once was presum ably enough even fo r God -  Kpspa in s te a d  r e l a t e s  th e  an c ie n t 
t r a d i t io n  ( i t ih a s a  pu ra tan a> of a long d ialogue  betw een an unnamed brahmin, and
1) Adharmepa sam ayukto yamasya vi$ayaip g a t ah /
Mahaddubkhaip sam asadya tiry ag y o n au  p r a ja y a te / /  (37)
A dhltya c a tu ro  vedandvijo  m ohasam anvitab/
P a t i ta tp r a t ig p h y a th a  kharayonau p r a ja y a te / /  (40)
Kharo j i v a t i  v a r$ a p i daga pahca ca b h a ra ta /
Kharo mpto b a lirv a d a h  s a p ta  v a r? a n i  j i v a t i / /  (41)
B allvardo  m pta^capi ja y a te  b rahm arak$asab /
B rahm arak$astu t r ln m a s a n s ta to  j a y a t i  brShm apah// (42) ib id .. 112.37 & 40-42.
2) K ptaghnastu mpto ra janyam asya vi$ayaiji g a ta b /
Yamasya v i§aye  kruddhairvadhaip p ra p n o ti darupam //
P a ttisa ip  mudgaraip ^Qlamagnikumbhaiti ca darupam /
Asipatravanaip ghoratji vSlukarji k u ta^ a lm a llm //
Y atanah p rapya  t a t r o g r a s ta t o  v ad h y a ti b h a ra ta /
Saipsaracakram asadya kpmiyonau p r a ja y a te / /
Kpm irbhavati v a rg a iji  da^a pahca ca b h S ra ta /
Tato  garbhaip sam asadya t a t r a iv a  m riya te  ^ i^ u b //
Tato  g a rb h a g a ta irja n tu rb a h u b h ib  sa q ip ra ja y a te /
Saipsaran^ca bahungatva  ta t a s t i r y a k p r a ja y a te / /  ib id ,. 112.80-84.
3) Ib id .. 112,1-113.
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a n o th er brahm in c a lle d  Ka^yapa,1 on th e  su b je c t of Brahman, though a wide range o f
to p ic s  i s  in  fa c t  covered. One p a r t  o f th e  teach in g  concerns th e  problem of th e
n a tu re  o f human a c tio n  w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f karma and saipsara.
The brahm in beg ins th e  d isc o u rse  w ith  a b r ie f  au tob iog raphy  of h is  own
w anderings th rough  th e  cycle o f tra n sm ig ra tio n , and heaven and h e ll . However, though
a l l  t h i s  is  r e la te d  a s  d ire c t  experience , i t  i s  again  lack ing  in  th e  heady and
dram atic  q u a li ty  o f  King Y a y a ti 's  account. The brahmin d e sc r ib e s  how, because o f h is
v a rio u s  a c ts  C vivldhaih  karmabhis), he had re p e a te d ly  undergone death  and b irth ;
b i r th s  which were c h a ra c te r is e d  by d iv e rse  k inds o f h ap p in ess  and s u f fe r in g  (sukhani
ca v ic i tr a p i  dufrkhani), But i t  i s  th e  weakness and ignorance  o f man, and th e  m isery
of sa ip sa ric  e x is te n c e  which th e  brahmin c o n c e n tra te s  upon.
Through being  overcome by d e s ire  and anger, and th ro u g h  g reed  and de lu sion , I 
have a t ta in e d  d isa g re e a b le  and m ise rab le  ends from my indu lgence in  s in . ... 
R epeated ly  I have been se p a ra te d  from th e  a g re e a b le  <and> brought to g e th e r
w ith th e  d isa g re e a b le . I have in cu rred  th e  lo s s  o f w ealth , th a t  w ealth  having
been a t ta in e d  w ith  s u ffe r in g . (I have in cu rred ) contem pt and g re a t  m isery  from 
kinsmen and o th e rs , and a lso  very t e r r ib le  pain, m ental and physica l. And I  
have undergone se v e re  h u m ilia tio n s , and t e r r ib l e  bondage and death ; and a lso  
f a l l s  in to  h e ll ,  and to r tu r e s  in  th e  abode o f Yama, <1 have) c o n tin u a lly  
(in cu rred ) old age and d ise a se s , and v a rio u s  abodes; (and) in  th is  world, I 
have experienced  th e  s e v e r i t i e s  born o f th e  p a ir s  o f o p p o s ite s .2
U ltim ate ly  th e  brahmin had become s a tu ra te d  w ith  th e  m isery  and s u ffe r in g  of
w orld ly  e x is te n c e , w ith  i t s  c o n s ta n t movement and change, and lack  of any
permanence. 'Nowhere', he explained , ' i s  th e re  happ iness w ithou t end; nowhere can one
abide perm anen tly .13 And, then , 'one day -  from d is g u s t  and h u m ilia tio n  -  overcome
1) We may presum e th a t  t h i s  i s  no t th e  Kaijyapa o f th e  Seven S eers.
2) A^ubha ga tay ab  p ra p ta b  k a § ta  me p a p a se v a n a t/
Kam amanyuparltena tp eo ay a  m ohitena c a / /  (30)
P r iy a irv iv a so  bahu^ab sa ipvasa^cap riya ih  sa h a /
Dhanana^a^ca sa ipprap to  labdhva duhkhena taddhanam // (33)
Avamanab su k a e ta ? c a  p a ra ta b  s v a ja n a t ta th a /
Q arirS  m anasaqcap i vedana b h n ja d a ru n a b //
P ra p ta  v im anana^cogrS  vadhabandhaqca dSrup§b/
Patanaip n ira y e  ca iva  y a ta n a ^ ca  yam ak?aye//
J a r  a rogagca  sa ta ta ip  v a sa n a n i ca bhuriqab /
Loke asm innanubhG tani dvahdvajSni bhrsatli m aya// Aqvamedhikaparvan, 16.30 & 3 3 - 
36.
3) Na kvacitsukham atyantaip  na k v ac icch aq v a ti s t h i t i b /  ib id .. 16.29.
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and a f f l ic te d  w ith  very  g re a t  s u f fe r in g , I abandoned th e  co u rse  o f th e  world. 
Thereupon, I a t ta in e d  th i s  su c ce ss  th rough  s e re n i ty  o f s o u l . '1 Having a tta in e d  th is  
h ig h es t su c c e ss  (s iddh dru ttaaa)  he would no t have to  come to  t h i s  world again. 
In stead , he would go to  th e  u n d is tu rb ed  abode o f Brahman (brahmapah padamavyagraip)\ 
and th u s  a t t a in  th e  perm anent r e s t  th a t  was so d e s ire d  but so lack ing  in e a r th ly  
e x is te n c e .2
A fte r  l i s te n in g  to  th i s  b r ie f  au tob iography , Ka^yapa asks  th e  brahmin v a rio u s
q u e s tio n s  on karma and tra n s m ig ra tio n  which, accord ing  to  Kp§oa» were very  hard  to
answ er (pragnansudurvacan ):
How does th e  body p e rish ?  And a lso , how is  (a body) a t ta in e d ?  And how is  th e  
tra n sm ig ra tin g  (sou l) f re e d  from th e  m ise rab le  cycle  o f b i r th  and d ea th ?  How, 
having jo ined  i t s e l f  to  n a tu re , does (the  so u l)  re l in q u is h  th a t  body? And, 
freed  from th a t  body, how does ( th e  sou l) a t t a in  an o th e r?  And how does a man 
ex perience  th e  good and bad deeds done by him? (And) where do th e  deeds 
e x is t  o f one w ithou t a body?3
However, p e r t in e n t  and in te r e s t in g  a s  th e se  q u e s tio n s  a re , i t  seems th a t  th e  brahmin
only d e a ls  w ith  is s u e s  a r is in g  from th re e  o f them: th e  d e a th  o f th e  body, th e
a tta in m en t o f an o th e r  body, and th e  mechanism of r e b ir th .
The brahmin f i r s t  d e sc r ib e s  th e  physiology o f c o rp o re a l death . Thus a t  th e  
approach o f dea th  th e  i n te l l e c t  beg in s to  d e v ia te  (bu d d h irvya va rta te> o r be 
d e f ic ie n t;  and th e  in d iv id u a l th en  perfo rm s a c ts  th a t  a re  c o n tra ry  to  p h y s ic a l w ell­
being and l i f e .  Sometimes he e a ts  to  excess, and o th e r  tim es no t a t  a ll ;  and he e a ts  
food o f a  kind th a t  i s  h o s t i l e  and harm fu l to  l i f e  and body. He in d u lg es  in  p h y s ic a l 
and se x u a l a c t iv i ty  to  excess , and does not a tte n d  to  h is  p ro p er bod ily  needs. 
Through th i s  behaviour he u ltim a te ly  c a tc h e s  d ise a se , ending in  h is  dea th  (rogaip
1) T atah  k ad ac in n irv e d a n n ik a ran n ik p te n a  ca /
Lokatantraip p a rity ak ta ip  duhkhartena  bhpgaip m aya/
T atah  s iddh iriyam  p r a p ta  p ra sa d  ad atraano m aya// ib id .. 16.37,
2) Ib id ., 16.13-43.
3) Katham (jarlraip  cyavate  kathaip ca ivopapadyate /
Kathaip k a ? t5 c c a  sa ip sa ra tsa ip sa ra n p a rim u c y a te //
Atmanaip va  kathaip yuk tva  tac c h a rira q i v im uhca ti/
Qarxrata<;ca n irm uktah  k a th am an y a tp rap ad y a te //
Kathaip ^ubha^ubhe cayaip karm apl svakp te  n a ra h /
Upabhunkte kva v a  karma v id e h a s y o p a t i^ h a t i / /  ib id .. 17.2-4.
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labhate  marapantlkam)) and th e  d is s o lu tio n  o f h is  l iv in g  body (jantofr g a r ira c -  
cyava teX1
The brahm in th en  p rov ides  a s te p -b y -s te p  account o f th e  dea th  and d iss o lu tio n  
of th e  body; and o f th e  d e p a r tu re  o f th e  jlva ,*  According to  th e  brahmin, th e  
c r i t i c a l  elem ent in  th e  d isso lv in g  away of th e  human body i s  th e  a c tio n  o f th e  wind; 
th e  im portance o f which in  human physio logy  became a d e ta i le d  and te c h n ic a l su b jec t 
in  p a r ts  o f Ind ian  l i t e r a tu r e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  m edical l i t e r a t u r e ,3 Thus, accord ing  to  
Caraka:
I t  ( th e  wind) becomes th e  determ in ing  cause  o f th e  p ro lo n g a tio n  o f l i f e  when 
i t  i s  no t ex c ited . But when, in  t ru th ,  i t  i s  e x c ite d  in  th e  body i t  i n f l i c t s  on 
th e  body a l l  s o r t s  o f derangem ents, to  th e  d e tr im e n ta l  fo rc e s  of co lour, of 
w e ll-be ing , and lo n g ev ity . I t  p u ts  in  tum ult th e  mind, a t ta c k s  a l l  th e  
f a c u l t ie s ,  throw s down th e  embryos, provokes m alform ation , makes i t  go on fo r 
too  long a tim e, engenders f r ig h t ,  chagrin , bew ilderm ent, sadness , lo q u ac ity , 
and blocks th e  b rea ths."9
In s im ila r  fash ion  th e  brahmin e x p la in s  th a t  a s  th e  in d iv id u a l i s  g ripped  by
d isso lu tio n , th e  wind in  th e  body becomes d iso rd e re d  and a g ita te d , d i s t r ib u t in g  hea t
and pain  th ro u g h o u t th e  body. T his r e s t r a in s  th e  movement o f  th e  v i t a l  b rea th s ,
whereupon th e  s o u l leav es  th e  dying body.
Moved by th e  s e v e r i ty  o f th e  wind, th e  h ea t in  th e  body becomes a g ita te d , I t  
moves round th e  body <and> impedes a l l  th e  v i t a l  b re a th s . The h ea t, which i s  
very pow erful, becomes g re a t ly  a g i ta te d  in  th e  body. I t  p ie rc e s  th o se  v i t a l  
p a r ts  (which form) th e  re c e p ta c le  o f th e  jiva \  know ( th is ) . Thereupon, th e  
jlva , s u f f e r in g  pain, flow s fo r th  (and) d e p a r ts  a t  once. When th e  v i ta l  p a r ts  
a re  p ie rced , th e  ’c rea tu re*  (i.e . th e  jiva ), se iz e d  w ith  pain , abandons th e  body; 
know th a t ,  0 b e s t o f tw ice -b o rn  ones. A ll be ings re p e a te d ly  move to  and f ro  
through  b i r th  and d ea th ,5
1) Ib id .. 17.1-14.
2) Compare th e  B rhadaraoyakopan i^ad 's  account o f d ea th  upon which th e  a u th o r o f 
th is  account seem s to  draw. B rhadaranvakopanisad. 4.3.35 -  4.4.
3) See Caraka, S u tra s th a n a  12, and Su^ru ta , N idanasthana  1, p a r t s  of which a re  
t r a n s la te d  in  J, F i l l io z a t ,  The C la s s ic a l D octrine o f Ind ian  Medicine, pp. 196 f f .
4) Caraka, S u tra s th a n a , 12.8 in  ib id .. p.200.
5) U?ma p rak u p itah  kaye t iv ra v a y u s a m ir i ta h /
Q ariram anuparye ti sarvanpr§i>anrui?addhi v a i / /
Atyarthaiji balavanu?m a g a r l r e  p a rik o p ita h /
B h in a tti  j lv a s th a n a n i  t a n i  marmani v iddh i c a / /
Tatah savedanah  sadyo jiv a h  p racy av a te  k $ a ra n /
Qarlraip ty a ja te  jantuqchidyaroane?u marmasu/
Vedanabhiij p a r i ta tm  a tad v id d h i d v ija s a tta m a //
Ja tim araijasaiiiv ignah  sa ta ta ip  sa rv a jan ta v a l) / ib id .. 17.15-18.
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Then a f in a l  v io le n t movement o f th e  wind b reaks a p a r t  th e  union o f th e  f iv e
elem ents; and th e  wind, which r e s id e s  w ith in  th e  v i t a l  b re a th s  c a lle d  prana and
apana,1 ru sh e s  upw ards and abandons th e  body. The man b re a th e s  no more, and th e
body i s  d e s t i tu t e  o f h e a t, b eau ty  and consciousness. With th e  Jiva, th e  wind and th e
l i f e - b r e a th s  gone, th e  person  i s  now dead.
Then, moved by a ( f in a l)  v io le n t  wind, (the  wind) in  th e  body, a g i ta te d  through 
co ldness, i n s e r t s  i t s e l f  in to  th e  union of th e  f iv e  e lem en ts. That wind -  
which i s  dependent on th e  ( v i ta l  b re a th s  c a lled )  p ran a  and apana, w ith in  the  
f iv e  e lem en ts -  goes upwards (and) leav es  th e  embodied c re a tu re , having freed  
i t s e l f  from a w retched  s ta t e .  Ju s t  so  does ( th e  wind) leave  behind th e  body; 
and b re a th le s s n e s s  i s  seen. (The body) is  ( le f t )  w ithou t h e a t, b re a th  and 
beauty , and d e s t i tu t e  o f consciousness. Abandoned by Brahman, th e  man i s  (now) 
sa id  to  be dead.'-2
The brahmin then  im m ediately adds what might be considered  a s  a d d itio n a l
d e ta i l s  to  th e  above, o r more probably  a n o th e r account o f th e  d ea th  p rocess.
When th e s e  v i t a l  p a r t s  a re  p ierced , then  (th e  so u l)  r is in g  up e n te r s  th e  h e a r t  
o f th e  c re a tu re  (and) a t  once a r r e s t s  th e  l i f e  e ssence . Then, th e  c re a tu re , 
conscious ( s t i l l ) ,  does no t pe rce iv e  a t  a l l .  Now, when th e  v i t a l  p a r t s  a re  
sup p ressed , th e  conscio u sn ess  (of th e  c re a tu re )  becomes enveloped in darkness, 
(And) th e  sou l, w ithou t any th ing  to  s ta n d  on, moves w ith  th e  wind. Then, a f t e r  
b re a th in g  a long and very p a in fu l  b rea th , (the  sou l), d e p a rtin g  quickly, causes 
th e  inan im ate  body to  trem b le ,3
1) The fo u r b re a th s , accord ing  to  S u^ ru ta  in  th e  Nidanasthana, 1.1 I f f ,  a re  (1) 
upward b re a th  (p rapa), which s u s ta in s  th e  body and th e  o th e r  b re a th s  and draws 
nourishm ent in to  th e  body; (2) downward b re a th  (apana), which governs th e  
movement o f e x c re ta , u rin e , sperm, embryo and menses; (3) co n cen tra ted  b rea th  
(samana), which, in  coopera tion  w ith  f i r e ,  d ig e s ts  th e  nourishm ent and s e p a ra te s  
i t  in to  v a rio u s  su b s tan ces; and (4) d if fu s e d  b re a th  <vyana), which t r a n s p o r ts  th e  
l i f e  essence , p roduces p e rs p ira tio n , causes blood to  c ir c u la te , and d i f fu s e s  i l l s  
th roughou t th e  body. Cf. Bphadarapyakopani?ad, 3.9.26, 4.2.4; Aranyakaparvan, 
203.15-27.
2) Yatha pahcasu bhutegu  saip<;ritatvai!i n ig a c c h a ti /
£ a ity a tp ra k u p lta b  kaye t iv r a v a y u s a m ir i ta h / /
Yah sa  paricasu bhu te?u  p rap a p a n e  v y a v a s th ita ft/
Sa gacchatyurdhvago vayuh kpcchranm uktva < jariripam //
Qarlraip ca ja h a ty e v a  n iru cch v asa^ ca  dp^yate /
NirtismS sa  n iru cch v aso  n ih ^ rlk o  g a ta c e ta n a h //
Brahman a sa ijiparityak to  mpta ity u c y a te  n a ra h / ib id .. 17,20-23.
Presum ably h e re  th e  j iv a  i s  id e n t if ie d  w ith  th e  e te r n a l  Brahman.
3) Te?u marmasu bhinne§u ta ta b  sa  sam udlrayan /
Avi^ya hpdayaip jan to h  sa ttv a ip  cagu rupaddhi v a i /
T atab  sa  ce tano  ja n tu r n a b h i ja n a t i  k iipcana//
Tamasa sam vptajnanah saipvp te?vatha  m arm asu/
Sa jlv o  n ira d h i^ th a n a g c a v y a te  m S ta ri^ v a n a //
T atah  sa  taip mahocchvasaip bhp<jamucchvasya darupam /
Nl^kram ankam payatya^u tac ch a riram ace tan am // ib id ., 17.25-27.
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In o th e r  words, when th e  v i t a l  o rgans o f th e  body a re  damaged, th e  so u l e n te r s  th e  
h e a rt, and th e re  r e s t r a in s  th e  e s s e n t ia l  being o r n a tu re  o f th e  in d iv id u a l. The 
in d iv id u a l becomes com atosed, o r conscious though not aware. The consciousness, too, 
i s  overwhelmed; and a f t e r  th e  body makes one f in a l  long and p a in fu l  b rea th , th e  j iv a  
rap id ly  d e p a rts , and th e  in d iv id u a l i s  dead.
The brahmin then  c o n s id e rs  th e  lo t  o f th e  so u l a f t e r  th e  dea th  o f th e  body. At 
th is  s ta g e , he n o tes , only brahm ins having th e  eye o f knowledge (.jnanacaksupafr) and 
who a re  p e rfe c te d  <siddha> a re  ab le  to  pe rce iv e  w ith  t h e i r  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  <divyena  
cak?u?a) th e  so u l as  i t  leav es  th e  body and a t t a in s  to  a new b ir th . The j lv a  th a t  
has d ep arted  th e  body i s  su rrounded  by i t s  own deeds <karwabhil? sva ib  samavptaJJj), 
be th e se  deeds a u sp ic io u s  ( gubhail?), v ir tu o u s  (pupyaih), o r e v il  <papaift>. And, as th e  
th eo ry  o f karma re q u ire s , th e  f a t e  o f th e  so u l i s  determ ined  by th e  n a tu re  o f th e se  
deeds; a l l  a c ts  y ie ld  t h e i r  a p p ro p r ia te  consequences th a t  must be re q u ite d , i f  not in 
t h i s  w orld then  in  heaven o r h e ll . As th e  brahmin ex p la in s , perform ing  deeds good or 
bad, a l l  embodied c re a tu re s  a t t a in  th e  f r u i t  Clabhante sarvadehlnafo). And because  o f 
t h e i r  own deeds, c re a tu re s  a t t a in  even h e re  on e a r th  enjoym ents both h igh and low 
( ihaivoccavacanbhoganprapnuvantiy . As w ell, doers  o f e v i l  deeds <agubhakarma) go to  
h e ll , where, hanging downwards, th e s e  e v il  men a re  cooked se v e re ly  (papo manavab 
p acya te  bhpgam), On th e  o th e r  hand, doers  o f v ir tu o u s  deeds (pupyakarmap am) go 
above to  th e  s t e l l a r  w orlds (.tararupapi) o r to  th e  lu n a r  Ccandramaptfalam') o r  s o la r  
d isc  (.suryamapgtelam). But, th rough  th e  d im inu tion  of th e i r  v ir tu o u s  karma, they  a l l  
re p e a te d ly  f a l l  away from th e s e  heavenly  worlds. Heaven, i t  i s  im portan t to  no te, is  
n o t fo r  th is  brahm in a world o f un lim ited  joy. Thus he adds th a t  even in heaven 
th e re  i s  a d is t in c t io n  o f in fe r io r ,  su p e r io r  and m iddling h app iness (v igepo  a s t i  d iv i  
nicoccamadhyama#)\ and th o se  in  heaven who se e  p ro sp e r ity  more b r i l l i a n t  than  th e i r  
own (d lp ta ta ra ip  grlyam ) a re  d i s s a t i s f ie d  (na ... saipto?o>,1
A fte r  i t s  so jo u rn  in  heaven o r h e ll , th e  j lv a  i s  com pelled to  r e tu r n  to
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tra n sm ig ra tio n  because o f th e  con tinu ing  e f f e c t s  of p rev io u s  a c ts  th a t  have not 
been re q u ite d  in  form er l iv e s  o r in  heaven o r h e ll . C ontrary  to  th e  view s o f much o f 
th e  Mahabharata and popu lar Hinduism, th e  brahmin exp la in s: 'There i s  no d e s tru c tio n  
h e re  o f a c ts , w hether good o r bad. Upon th e  a tta in m e n t o f body a f t e r  body (these  
a c ts )  r ip e n  in  lik e  m anner.'1 Thus, what i s  done w ith  a p u re  mind ( guddhena manasa 
kptam) w il l  produce abundant m erit (syadvlpulaip pupyaip>. S im ila rly , what i s  done 
w ith  an e v i l  mind ipapena manasa kptam> w ill produce e v i l  (papain sy S t) .z
Then th e  brahmin d e sc r ib e s  how th e  so u l again  a t t a in s  a body, and th e  new 
fo e tu s  comes to  be <upapattiip ... garbhasya>.3 At concep tion  th e  in d iv id u a l, 
overwhelmed by d e s ire  and anger (kamamanyusamavpta&t e n te r s  th e  womb as 
determ ined by h is  a c ts  ikarm asamadistaip ... naro garbhaip p rav iga tD . The v i t a l  seed, 
mixed w ith  th e  blood o f th e  fem ale (gukraip gopitasaipsp?farp striya)>  e n te r s  th e  womb 
(garbhagayaip gatam); and th e re  i t  g a in s  a body which i s  born  o f i t s  p rev ious a c ts , 
w hether good or bad. However, because  o f i t s  s u b tle  and unm an ifest s t a t e  
(sauk?m yadavyaktabhavat), i t  i s  never a tta c h e d  to  th e  c o rp o re a l body. N ev erth e less , 
as e te r n a l  Brahman <brahma gagvatam') I t  is  th e  seed  o f a l l  c re a tu re s , and th e  means 
by which they  liv e . Thus, th e  j lv a  e n te r s  a l l  p a r ts  o f th e  fo e tu s  in  th e  same way as 
m olten iro n  ta k e s  th e  shape o f a  mould. And ju s t  as  f i r e  b rin g s  h e a t to  a  lump o f 
iron, so  does th e  j iv a  b rin g  co n sc io u sn ess  and l i f e  to  a l l  p a r ts  o f  th e  fo e tu s .4
Once in  th i s  new form, w hatever deeds, w hether good o r bad, th a t  have been done 
in  form er bod ies must c e r ta in ly  be experienced  (avaqyam upabhujyate). As a r e s u l t ,  
form er deeds a re  exhausted  <k$Iyate); but in  th e  meantime o th e r  deeds accum ulate 
(an y a tp ra c ly a te ), so long as  he f a i l s  to  d isc e rn  th e  d u t ie s  which lead  to  mok$a or 
l ib e r a t io n .B
The brahmin th en  d isc u s s e s  th e  conduct o f th e  good (sataip vpttam >. By th e
1) ^ubhanama^ubhSnSip ca neha na$o a s t i  karma^am/
PrSpya prSpya tu  pacyan te  k§etraiji k§etraiji t a th a  t a t h a / /  Ib id .. 18,1.
2) Ibid.. 18 .2-3 . 3) Ib id .. 17.39.
4) Ibid.. 18 .4-9 . 5) Ib id .. 18,11-12,
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p u rsu it  o f th e s e  v ir tu e s ,  th e  so u l becomes happy (sukhi bhavatl') in  the  course  of 
i t s  re p e a te d  b ir th s ,  The a s s o r te d  v i r tu e s  l i s t e d  a re  b a s ic  to  th e  orthodox brahm anic 
t r a d i t io n  and inc lude  making g i f t s ,  perform ing a u s t e r i t i e s  Ctapas), th e  p ra c t ic e  of 
brahmacarya o r  ce libacy , th e  fu lf il lm e n t  o f p re sc rib e d  r e l ig io u s  observances, s e l f -  
co n tro l, t r a n q u i l l i ty ,  sympathy w ith  a l l  c re a tu re s , r e s t r a i n t ,  a b s te n tio n  from in ju ry , 
no t tak in g  th e  p ro p e rty  o f o th e rs , avoidance o f falsehood , obedience to  p a re n ts , th e  
honouring o f gods and g u e s ts , a d o ra tio n  o f one 's  guru, com passion, p u r ity , r e s t r a i n t  
o f  th e  sen ses , and th e  advancem ent o f v ir tu o u s  ac tio n . A ll t h i s  c o n s t i tu te s  the  
conduct o f d o e rs  o f good.1
However, th e  brahmin adds, yo g in s  who a re  l ib e ra te d  m ust s t i l l  be d is tin g u ish e d  
from th e se  doers  o f good. N ev e rth e le ss , p r io r  devotion  to  th e  conduct o f th e  good is  
e s s e n t ia l  fo r  yogins\ fo r  d e liv e ra n c e  from saipsara (saips a ra t arapaip') occurs only 
a f t e r  a long tim e ika lena  mahata) and only o f th o se  who a c t in  accordance w ith 
v i r tu e  ( vartam anasya dharmepa pu rupasya).2 I t  is , though, p roper knowledge th a t  
u ltim a te ly  l ib e r a te s  one from tra n sm ig ra tio n  -  and i t  i s  th e  n a tu re  o f th is  sav ing  
knowledge th a t  occup ies most o f th e  rem ainder o f th e  A n u g ita.
These, then , a re  th e  only s u b s ta n t ia l  d isc u ss io n s  o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n  in 
th e  whole enorm ous bulk o f th e  Mahabharata:, though th e i r  com parative s c a rc i ty  i s  
c e r ta in ly  no t due to  lack  o f o p p o rtu n ity . Equally, th e re  a re  many in te l l e c tu a l  and 
p h ilo so p h ica l d i f f i c u l t i e s  concern ing  karma and saipsara  th a t  th e  Mahabharata seems 
to  leave  q u ite  untouched. One obvious d i f f ic u l ty  i s  e x p la in in g  o r accounting  fo r  how 
each so u l f in d s  i t s  way in to  a womb which w ill  g iv e  i t  r e b i r th  in  a fam ily  whose 
moral, s o c ia l  and r e l ig io u s  s ta n d in g  i s  comm ensurate w ith  th e  s o u l 's  accum ulated
deeds. In th e  MahSbharata, th e  p ro ce ss  i s  sim ply assumed. Nor i s  th e  ex ac t n a tu re  o f
karmic consequences c lo se ly  considered . I t  i s  n o t c o n s is te n t ly  ap p aren t from th e
MahSbhSrata w hether th e  karmic consequences o f a c ts  a re  o f  a m oral n a tu re  only o r
1) Ib id .. 18.14-17. 2) Ib id .. 18.20-21.
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of a q u a s i-p h y s ic a l  n a tu re . Some p a r t s  o f th e  MahSbharata look upon karma as m erely 
a m erit o r  dem erit, a m oral deb t th a t  i s  to  be paid o r rew arded. O ther p a r ts  look 
upon i t  a s  a lm ost a p h y s ic a l su b s ta n c e  th a t  i s  c a rr ie d  a long  w ith  th e  so u l as  i t  
t ra n s m ig ra te s  from one body to  an o th er. Nor i s  th e re  any exam ination  o f th e  
em p irica l v a l id i ty  o f th e  d o c tr in e s .
P ossib ly  th e  Epic ba rd s  f e l t  th a t  such s u b t l e t i e s  and co m p lex itie s  would tax  th e  
in te l l e c tu a l  re s o u rc e s  o f t h e i r  more popular audience; bu t th en  many p a r t s  o f th e  
Mok$adharma, Anuglta, BhagavadgitS , and S an a tsu ja ta  would c e r ta in ly  be no le s s  
demanding. P ossib ly  th e  sa g es  them selves did not know how to  answ er th e s e  
q u es tio n s , I t  may be s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  th e  en lig h ten ed  brahm in only answ ers some of 
Ka^yapa's q u e rie s , ju s t  a s  M arkapdeya only answ ers some o f Y udh i? th iras .
S u b s ta n t ia l  exam inations o f th e  d o c tr in e s  o f karma and saipsara  in  th e  
MahSbharata a re  th u s  few. N ev erth e less , i f  th e  above s e c t io n s  were exc ised  from th e  
te x t ,  i t  would s t i l l  be ap p aren t to  a re a d e r  th a t  th e s e  d o c tr in e s  e x is te d  -  even i f  
th e i r  n a tu re  was even le s s  c le a r  th an  i t  a lread y  i s  -  fo r  th ey  a re  c a lle d  upon or 
r e f e r r e d  to  in  v a rio u s  o th e r  c ircu m stan ces  in  th e  MahSbharata.
I t  i s  no t in fre q u e n t fo r  karma to  be c a lled  upon to  ex p la in  m isfo rtu n e  o r a 
re v e rs e  o f c ircum stances; and indeed, th is  i s  supposed to  be one o f th e  s tro n g  
p o in ts  o f th e  d o c tr in e . We have a lread y  seen  how Markaijdeya conso les th e  g rie v in g  
Y udh i§ th ira  a long  th e se  l in e s  a t  a p a r t ic u la r ly  low p o in t d u rin g  th e i r  e x ile . On 
an o th e r occasion, ju s t  a f t e r  t h e i r  a r r iv a l  in  th e  f o re s t ,  i t  i s  th e  w ise brahmin 
Qaunaka, w ell versed  in  SSrpkhya and Kogra, who p ro v id es  th e  same se rv ic e , though 
much more b r ie f ly . <Jaunaka d e sc r ib e s  to  Y udh i§ th ira  th e  t e r r i b l e  consequences o f 
d e s ire  and p assio n  a s  e x e rc ise d  th rough  th e  sen ses  in  t h e i r  c e a s e le s s  se a rch  fo r 
sense  o b jec ts .
Thus, p o ssesse d  by p assio n  and d e lu s io n  CmoharagasamSkrSntah> and under th e  
power o f th e  se n se  o b je c ts  (indriyarthavaganugah), th e  fo o l (aprajnah) seek s  only 
th e  p le a s u re s  r e la t in g  to  b e lly  and p en is  <fignodarakfte). Even th e  man who i s  aware 
o f them i s  overpow ered and c a r r ie d  away <h r ly a te ) by th e s e  c a p tiv a tin g  se n se s
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(.haribbirindriyai^}, ju s t  as  an unconscious c h a r io te e r  i s  c a r r ie d  away by ro g u ish
h o rses  th a t  a re  a g ita te d . So when a p e rso n 's  mind i s  d ire c te d  tow ards th e  o b je c ts  of
a l l  th e  se n se s , d e s ire  (autsukyaip> r i s e s  up and a c t iv i ty  is  produced. Then p ierced  by
d e s ire  (kamena) and by th e  arrow s o f sen se  o b jec ts  (vl$aye$ubhlb), he f a l l s  in to  th e
f i r e  o f g reed  <p a ta t i  lobhagnauy l ik e  th e  moth because o f i t s  g reed  fo r l ig h t
(Jyotlrlobh atpa tarpgava t>. And, con tinued  (Jaunaka:
Then, 0 lo rd  o f people, s tu p e f ie d  w ith  p le a su re s  and food, he s in k s  in to  th e  
jaws o f m adness (and) knows no t h im self. Thus he f a l l s  h e re  in to  womb a f t e r  
womb in th e  cycle  o f r e b ir th ;  (and) by t h i r s t ,  karman and ignorance he i s  now 
w hirled  round lik e  a wheel. He r o l l s  round in  c re a tu re s  from Brahma down to  a 
b lade o f g ra s s , being  born aga in  and again  in w ater, on land o r in th e  a i r . 1
At th e  very  le a s t  (Jaunaka a s s u re s  Y udhigfhira th a t  h is  enem ies, who c e r ta in ly  were
p o ssessed  by p assio n  and de lu sio n , would e v e n tu a lly  rea p  th e i r  karm ic due; and th a t
i f  Y udh ig th ira  adopted th e  way of detachm ent and in d iffe re n c e , he could overcome
s u ffe r in g  and m isery ,2
In s im ila r  fash ion , th e  g re a t  sage  Vyasa, w ith  ap p a ren t re fe re n c e  to
Y u d h ig th ira 's  enem ies, com forts th e  sorrow ing  King o f Dharma w ith  th e  though t th a t
'People who a re  ad d ic ted  to  law le ssn e ss  (adbarma), deluded and devoted  to  th e  ways
of anim als, a t t a in  to  a w retched  womb and do not f in d  happ iness. W hatever a c t i s
done here , th a t  (ac t)  w il l  be experienced  in  th e  h e r e a f te r . '3
However, a s  an ex p la n a tio n  fo r  s u f fe r in g  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma is  d i s t in c t ly
double-edged . While i t  may conso le  th e  'v ic tim ' w ith  th e  th o u g h t th a t  h is  enem ies
w ill u l tim a te ly  a t t a in  th e i r  deserved  punishm ent, i t  a ls o  r e q u ire s  him to  accep t th a t
h is  own p l ig h t  i s  due to  h is  own p a s t  m isdeeds, However, i t  i s  no tew orthy  th a t
w hatever c o n so la tio n  Y udh ig th ira  may have taken  from such advice, he h im se lf  does
1) Tato v ih a ra ira h a ra irm o h ita 9ca viijaip p a te /
Mahamohamukhe magno natm anam avabudhyate//
Evam p a t a t i  sa ip sa re  ta6U  ta s v ih a  yon igu / 
A vidyakarm atrspabhirbhram yam ano a th a  c a k ra v a t/ /
Brahmadigu tpo S n teg u  bhu tegu  p a r iv a r ta te /
J a le  bhuvi ta th a k a ^ e  jayam anab punab p u n ab // A raoyakaparvan, 2 .66-68. 
2> Ibid.. 2 .60-79.
3) Adharmarucayo m u d h a s tiry a g g a tip a ra y a o a b /
Krcchraip yonim anuprapya na sukhaip v in d a te  ja n a b / /
Iha y a tk r iy a te  karma ta tp a ra tro p a b h u jy a te /  ib id .. 245.18-19.
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no t seem to  have viewed h is  own tro u b le d  s i tu a t io n  in  karm ic term s. Though he is  
b e se t by fe e l in g s  o f g u i l t  and d e sp a ir  concerning h is  a c tio n s  and d e s ir e s  in  th is  
l i f e ,  a t  no s ta g e  a re  th e re  any te a r s  o f rem orse over how th e  a c tio n s  and d e s ire s  
o f p rev io u s l iv e s  may have brought about h is  c u rre n t lo t .
This, though, i s  no t to  say th a t  Y u d h is th ira  is  unaw are o f th e  e f f e c t  o f p a s t 
deeds on c u rre n t l i f e .  For when Sarpjaya, h is  peace m ission  f in ish e d , i s  about to  tak e  
leave  o f th e  Pai?<javas to  r e tu r n  to  th e  co u rt o f D h p ta ra s tra , Y u d h i? th lra  b id s  him 
tak e  r e tu r n  g re e t in g s  fo r  ju s t  about everyone p o ss ib le . To th e  b lind , th e  aged, and 
to  th e  many who l iv e  by th e i r  hands, Y u d h is th lra  a sk s  Saipjaya to  t e l l  them: 'Fear 
no t ( th is )  m ise rab le  l i f e  w ith  i t s  s u ffe r in g ; a ssu re d ly  <it i s  due to )  e v i l  done in  
form er w o rld s ,'1
There a re  o th e r  occasions when karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n  a re  c ite d  a s  an 
ex p lan a tio n  fo r  m isfo rtu n e . Thus KuntI c i t e s  to  King Paodu th e  s to ry  o f King 
V yu^ita^va who d ie s  o f consum ption <yak§man) consequent upon lu s t in g  a f t e r  
<kamasaipmatto) h is  w ife, Queen Bhadra. She was duly overcome by th e  g r e a te s t  g r ie f ,  
more p a r t ic u la r ly  as  she was l e f t  w ithou t any sons, and she  lam ented to  th e  body o f 
h e r  dead husband: 'With my m isfo rtu n e , su re ly  in  p rev io u s  bod ies <1 must have) 
p a rte d  companions o r s e p a ra te d  th e  u n ited , 0 Prince, T his s u f fe r in g , 0 King, 
occasioned  by my s e p a ra tio n  from you, (has) p iled  up (and) b e fa lle n  me because of 
(my) e v i l  deeds in  form er b o d ies .1:2
A more ex trem e example occu rs  in  th e  Qalyaparvan where th e  r iv e r  S aras v a t I  is  
cu rsed  by V i^vam itra  to  flow w ith  blood. And soon she became in fe s te d  w ith  rak$asas  
who liv e d  th e r e  happ ily  g u zz lin g  h e r red  c u rre n t. However, th e  s ig h t  much d is t r e s s e d  
a group o f who came th e re  on a to u r  o f th e  t l r th a s , o r ho ly  fo rd s , and they
1) Ma b h a i? t«  duftkhena k u jiv i te n a
nunarp kutaip para lo k e?u  papam/ Udyogaparvan, 30.4-0.
2) Abhagyaya may a nQnaip v iy u k tah  sahacariipah /
Saipyoga v ip ra y u k ta  v a  pQrvadeheeu p S r th iv a / /
Tadidaip karraabhib pap a ib  pQrvadehe?u saipcltam /
Dul)khaip mSmanusaipprSptaip rS ja n s tv ad v ip ray o g a jam // Adiparven, 112.25-26; a lso
112.7-26,
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r e le a se d  th e  r iv e r  from h e r  t e r r ib l e  cu rse , But th e  hunger s tr ic k e n  rakgasas  
beseeched th e  rp ls i  'For we a re  hungry and we have d e v ia ted  from th e  e te r n a l  dharma. 
That we a re  d o e rs  o f e v i l  i s  no t o f  our f re e -w il l .  Through th e  want o f your g race, 
and because o f (our) e v i l  a c ts  t h i s  s id e  o f o u rse lv e s  in c re a se s , w herefore  (we have) 
indeed (become) brahmarakgasas, So amongst vaigyas, gudras and kp a triya s , th o se  who 
h a te  brahm ins, they  become ra k p a sa s  in  th is  w o rld .'1 T h e re fo re  th o se  brahmin p p is  
a llo c a te d  to  th e  ra k p a sa s  v a rio u s  k inds o f p o llu te d  foods. And th en  b a th in g  in th a t  
t i r tb a  on th e  S a ra s v a tl , th e  rak p a sa s  renounced th e i r  bod ies and went to  heaven.2
A fte r  th e  end o f  th e  g re a t  b a t t l e  w ith  i t s  a l l  bu t t o t a l  d e s tru c tio n , th e  theory  
o f karma is  c a lle d  upon by V idura to  ex p la in  to  D h p ta ra ? tra  h is  own p a r t ic u la r  
m isfo rtu n es. For a  f a th e r  in  th e  Mahabharata, th e  g r e a te s t  o f tra g e d ie s  i s  to  lo se  a 
son. D h p ta ra s tra  has  one hundred sons to  lo se  and lo se s  them a l l ,  and n a tu ra l ly  h is  
g r ie f  i s  g re a t . At th e  opening to  th e  S triparvan , Dhptar a n t r a 's  g r ie f  prom pts him to  
again  r e f l e c t  on h is  own p a r t  in  th e  tragedy . Whereas b e fo re  th e  b a t t l e  D h p ta ra? fra  
only ever spoke o f Time, f a te  and d es tin y , he now r a th e r  h e s i ta t in g ly  con tem pla tes 
th e  idea  th a t  e v i l  deeds in  p rev io u s  b i r th s  may account fo r  h is  s u ffe r in g . 'I  do not 
remember, 0 Sarpjaya, any e v i l  a c t o f mine in  form er tim es, th e  f r u i t  o f  which i s  now 
experienced  h e re  by my fo o lish  s e lf .  (But) a s su re d ly  I have done some o ffen ce  in  
p rev ious b ir th s ,  fo r  which th e  O rdainer has jo ined  me to  t h i s  u n fo r tu n a te  d e s tin y . '3 
However, in  th e  very  nex t b rea th , D h p ta ra $ tra  again  c i t e s  f a t e  (daivayogad) a s  th e  
cause o f t h i s  g re a t  d e s tru c tio n  th a t  has brought m isery  to  him.4
1) Vayaip h i  k $ u d h itag ca iv a  dharm addhinagca g a g v a ta t/
Na ca nab kam akaro ayaip yadvayaip p& pakariipab//
Yu^makaip ca p ra sa d en a  du§kptena ca karm apa/
Pak$o ayarp v a rd h a te  asmakarp y a tab  sma b rah m arak § asab //
Evarp h i  vaigyagOdranaip kfatriyai)& ip ta th a iv a  c a /
Ye b rahm aijanp radv i^an ti t e  b h av an tlh a  r a k § a s a b //  Q alyaparvan, 4-2.15-17.
2) Ibid.. 42 .1-25 .
3) Na smaramyatm anab k iip c itp u ra  sarpjaya du?kptam /
Yasyedaip phalam adyeha may a mu<jhena b h u jy a te //
Nunarp hyapakptarp kiipcinmaya purvegu janm asu/
Yena roarp dubkhabhage?u d h i t a  karm asu y u k ta v a n //  S tr ip a rv a n , 1.17-18.
4> Ibid.. 1.19.
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As u su a l, a t  such tim es, th e  w ise Vidura s te p s  in  to  conso le  h is  h a lf -b ro th e r
w ith  words o f wisdom. V idura f i r s t  a rg u e s  th a t  D h p ta ras’t r a  shou ld  no t g r ie v e  fo r
th e  dead, fo r  th is  was in  any case  th e  a l lo t te d  end o f a l l  c re a tu re s :  ev e ry th in g
ends in d e s tru c tio n , l i f e  ends in  death , and i f  th e  s c r ip tu r e s  were a u th o r i ta t iv e
th o se  k i lle d  in  b a t t l e  would have a t ta in e d  heaven. Expanding h is  a rg u m en t,' Vidura
e x p la in s  th a t  a l l  l i f e  c o n s is ts  o f ups-and-dow ns, which a re  th e  r e s u l t  of karma.
As a man ta k e s  o f f  an old garm ent and chooses a n o th e r  new garm ent, so does 
th e  embodied (sou l) w ith  bodies. 0 son of V ic itra v lry a , c re a tu re s  a t t a in  in 
t h is  world, because  o f t h e i r  own a c ts  alone, a so jou rn  o f happ iness  o r 
s u f fe r in g . By a c ts  one a t t a in s  heaven, 0 B hara ta , o r h ap p in ess  o r s u ffe r in g . 
Then one b e a rs  th e  burden, w hether unw illing  o r w il lin g .1
This burden i s  endured in  y e t an o th e r  b ir th , which i s  d esc rib ed  In term s o f
p o llu tio n  and s u ffe r in g . In th e  beginning  th e  new c re a tu re  f in d s  i t s  o r ig in s  in  the
blood o f th e  fem ale and th e  semen of th e  male; and then  i t  grow s l i t t l e  by l i t t l e
tak in g  on th e  shape o f a fo e tu s  w ith  a l l  i t s  limbs, And th e re  i t  l iv e s  in  th e  m idst
o f im purity , besm eared w ith  f le s h  and blood (amedhyamadhye v a s a ti  man&agonitalepane)
u n t i l  by th e  fo rce  o f  th e  wind <vSyuvegena> i t s  le g s  a re  tu rn ed  upwards
( Urdhvapado) and i t s  head downwards (adhaftgirafr'). Then,
Accompanied by i t s  form er a c ts , ( th is  c re a tu re )  approaches th e  e n tra n ce  o f th e  
womb because o f th e  p re s s u re  o f th e  u te ru s , (and) m eets w ith  num erous 
m ise rie s . Thereupon, f re e  (from th e  womb) i t  ex p e rien c e s  o th e r  m is fo rtu n e s  
because o f th e  cycle o f tra n sm ig ra tio n . These g ra s p e r s  (i.e . th e  m is fo rtu n e s)  
go to  him lik e  dogs tow ards m eat.2
This c re a tu re  i s  bound by th e  f e t t e r s  o f th e  se n se s  (.baddhamindriyapagais), fo r,
bemoans Vidura: 'A las, ( th is )  w orld i s  in ju red  and reduced  to  su b je c tio n  by greed.
1) Y atha jlro am ajlro a ip  va  vastram  ty a k tv a  tu  v a i n a ra b / 
A nyadrocayate vastram evaip dehab ^ a r ir i i ja m //
V a ic itra v iry a  vasaiji h i dubkhaiji va  yad i va sukham/ 
P rap n u v an tlh a  b h u ta n i svakp tena iva  karm aija //
Karmaija p ra p y a te  svargaip sukhaip dutikham ca b h a ra ta /
Tato v a h a ti  tam bharam ava^ah svava^o ap i v a / /  ib id .. 3 .6 -8 .
2) YonidvararaupSgamya bahunk le$ansam rccha ti/ 
Y onisaippidanaccaiva pu rv ak arm ab h iran v ita lj//
Tasmanmuktab sa  sa ip saradanyanpa^yatyupad ravan / 
G rah astam u p asa rp an ti saram eya ivam i^am // ib id .. 4 .5 -6 .
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Drunk w ith  p assio n  th rough  g reed  and anger, one knows not o n e 's  own s e l f . '1 
C onsequently, he i s  approached by m anifold d i s t r e s s e s  ( vyasan&ny ... vdvidhani') u n t i l  
a t  l a s t  'Dragged along by th e  m essengers o f Yama he goes to  dea th  a t  th e  appoin ted  
tim e .'2
R elease from th e  re c u r r in g  cycle  of b ir th , death , and m isery  was to  be ob tained  
by p roper u n d ers tan d in g  o r knowledge o f i t s  t ru e  n a tu re ;3 and th i s  in tu rn  would 
lead  to  s e l f - r e s t r a i n t ,  re n u n c ia tio n  and th e  search  fo r  Brahman. As V idura explained: 
'S e l f - r e s t r a in t ,  ren u n c ia tio n , and c a re fu ln e s s  a re  th e  th re e  h o rse s  o f Brahman.'A
Presum ably, though, V idura 's  words o f wisdom had l i t t l e  e f f e c t  upon D h r ta ra ? tra  
For a s  V idura f in is h e s , D h p ta ra s fra , s tr ic k e n  w ith  g r i e f  on account o f th e  death  o f 
h is  sons, f a in te d  away and f e l l  on th e  ground.® I f  King D h r ta ra ? tra  had taken  
V idura 's  words about karma to  h e a r t , i t  seem s lik e ly  th a t  he saw h im se lf  more as  the  
v ictim  o f h is  karma, than  a s  th e  d eserv in g  re c ip ie n t.
This, c e r ta in ly , i s  how D h p ta ra s tra 's  w ife G §ndharl s e e s  h e r  own m isfo rtu n es . 
A fte r th e  b a t t l e  Dhptar a s e ra 's  c o u rt, w ith  a l l  i t s  weeping widows, and th e  Panqlavas, 
re p a ir  to  th e  b a t t l e f i e ld  and w itn e ss  a s ig h t  o f t e r r ib l e  carnage. There fo llow  
scenes o f bew ailing  and h y s te r ic a l  women sea rch in g  fo r  th e i r  beloved ones, f ig h tin g  
w ith  th e  b e a s ts  o f prey  fo r  t h e i r  rem ains, o r t ry in g  to  r e c o n s tru c t  husbands from 
th e  b i t s  and p ieces  th a t  l ie  around, G andhari d e sc r ib e s  th e  t e r r ib l e  scene to  Kr?ha 
and lam ents 'A ssuredly , I m ust have p e rp e tra te d  e v i l  in  p rev io u s  b i r th s  (as) I see  
s la in  sons, g randsons, and b ro th e rs , 0 Kegava.'*
One of th e  most a t t r a c t iv e  t a l e s  in th e  e n t i r e  Epic a ls o  u ltim a te ly  e x p la in s  
m is fo rtu n e  in  te rm s o f karma. T his t a l e  o r i t ih a s a  concerns a co n v e rsa tio n  betw een
1) Aho v in ik r to  loko lobhena ca vagrlkptah/
Lobhakrodhamadonmatto nStm Snam avabudhyate// ib id ..4.11.
2) Y am adutairv ikrsyahgca mrtyuip k51ena g a c c h a t i / /  ib id .. 4.9.
3) Ib id .. 6.4; and th e  p a ra b le  o f l i f e  r e la te d  by V idura in  ib id .. 5-6 .
4) DamastySgo apram adagca t e  tra y o  brahmapo h a y a h //  ib id . . 7.19,
5> Ib id .. 8.1.
6> Nunamacaritam papam may a pQrvesu janm asu/
Y5 pagySmi h a t5 n p u tr5 n p au tr5 n b h rS tp n g ca  kegava/ ib id .. 16.59; a lso  18.11-12.
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th e  s a in t ly  GautamI, a h u n te r , a snake, Death and Time. GautamI was an old and p ious 
brahmin lady who one day found h e r  son dead, b i t te n  by a snake. Meanwhile a h u n te r  
( lubdhaka) named Arjunaka had caught th e  o ffend ing  snake and b rought i t  befo re  
GautamI. Should t h i s  snake, he asked, be thrown in to  th e  f i r e  o r cu t in to  p ieces?  For 
such an e v i l  s la y e r  o f a ch ild  (.balaba papas) did no t d eserv e  to  l iv e  long. But 
GautamI co n sid e red  th e  h u n te r  to  lack  understand ing , and bade him s e t  th e  snake 
f re e . K illing  th e  snake would no t rev iv e  he r son, and th e  h u n te r  would m erely incur 
s in  fo r  th is  d e s tru c tio n  o f  a l iv in g  c re a tu re . The h u n te r  (being a h u n te r  a f t e r  a ll) , 
ob jec ted  th a t  i t  was q u ite  n a tu ra l ,  even m erito rio u s , to  k i l l  o n e 's  enemy, and c ite d  
th e  example o f In d ra 's  d e s tru c tio n  o f Vptra. The snake was e v i l  Cpapam') and she 
should remove h e r g r ie f  by i t s  d e s tru c tio n . GautamI, though, p e rs is te d . The d ea th  of 
h e r son was p reo rda ined  <n i ty a y a s to  balajano na c a s t i>; th e re  was no th ing  to  be 
gained  by th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f an enemy; and i t  was dbarma to  which they  should  be 
devoted (dharm aramah). T herefo re , th ey  should  fo rg iv e  th e  snake and s e t  i t  f r e e .1
Then th e  snake, p a in fu lly  f e t te r e d ,  jo ined  th e  co n v e rsa tio n . The snake denied  a l l
fa u l t ,  fo r  i t  was Death (.mptyu) who had used him a s  a mere in stru m en t fo r  th e
d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  boy. I f  th e re  was f a u l t  i t  was Deaths, '0  fo o lish  Arjunaka, what
is  my f a u l t  here?  For Death Im pelled me -  (I was) pow erless (and) w ithou t freedom. I
have b i t t e n  t h i s  (ch ild ) because  o f h is  command, (and) no t th ro u g h  anger o r d e s ire ;
i f  s in  i s  found, 0 h u n te r , th a t  s in  i s  h i s . '32 The h u n te r  and th e  snake then  h ea te d ly
d isp u ted  as  to  w hether th e  snake was s t i l l  to  blame o r no t; a t  which po in t Death
appeared  and abso lved  both  h im se lf  and th e  snake from blame. For e v e ry th in g  th a t
took p lace, happened because  o f Time ikala).
As th e  wind d r iv e s  th e  c louds h i th e r  and th i th e r ,  in  th e  same way -  l ik e  the  
c louds -  I fo llow  th e  w ill  o f  Time. ... A ll (c re a tu re s ) , m obile o r immobile, 
w hether in  heaven o r e a r th , depend on Time. 0 snake, th i s  u n iv e rse  depends on
1) Anu^Ssanaparvan, 1.1-25.
2) Ko nvarjunaka do?o a t r a  v id y a te  mama b a l i^ a /
A svatantrarp h i  mSip mrtyurviva<jaip y ad acu cu d a t//
Tasyayaqi vacanSdda$fo na kopena na kam yaya/
Tasya ta tk ilb i? a ip  lubdha v id y a te  yad i k ilb is a m //  ib id .. 1.28-29.
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Time. In t h i s  u n iv e rse , a c tio n  and ren u n c ia tio n  and m o d ifica tio n s  o f th e se  -  
a l l  a re  d ec la re d  to  be dependent on Time.1
T herefo re , though he had im pelled  th e  snake to  b i te  th e  boy, he h im se lf  had been
d riv en  on by Kala Ckalenahaip prapudltafy).
Now, w hile th e  h u n te r  in s i s te d  th a t  th e  snake and Death were both  blam eable and
should be k ille d , Kala a lso  made an appearance, and dec la red :
N either I, nor Mptyu, nor t h i s  Snake, 0 h u n ter, a re  g u i l ty  in  th e  d ea th  of 
c re a tu re s ;  fo r  we a re  no t th e  in s t ig a to r s .  What a c te d  (was) th is  (boy 's) karma; 
th a t ,  0 Arjunaka, was (what) im pelled  us. This (boy) was k i lle d  by h is  own 
karma; th e re  i s  no o th e r  cause  o f h is  death . ... As l ig h t  and shade a re  always 
very  t ig h t ly  bound to g e th e r , so i s  th e  doer bound to  (h is )  karma, th rough  h is  
own deeds.2
Gautami then  accep ted  th a t  h e r son had met w ith  death  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  h is  own karma; 
and added th a t  she too  had so a c te d  th a t  he r son had died. Kala, Mptyu, and th e  
snake re tu rn e d  to  t h e i r  re s p e c tiv e  abodes, w hile Gautam i was consoled  and th e  
h u n te r  p a c if ie d .3
In t h i s  s to ry , th e  g ra v e s t  o f m is fo rtu n e s  (the  d ea th  o f a son) has taken  place, 
and a s e r i e s  o f more obvious c u lp r i ts ,  a l l  o f which a re  e x te rn a l  to  th e  in d iv id u a l, 
a re  paraded b e fo re  th e  l i s t e n e r  and accused o f g u i l t .  In  th e  end, th e  agg riev ed  
accep t th a t  i t  i s  karma -  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  own a c tio n s  -  th a t  i s  th e  cause.
However, a s  we s h a l l  see , on many ( if  no t m ost) o ccasions th e  Epic does p re fe r  
to  pin  th e  blame fo r  m is fo rtu n e  on causes  which a re  e x te rn a l  to  th e  in d iv id u a l, and 
which a re  q u i te  incom patib le  w ith  n o tio n s  o f karma. In fa c t , th e  m oral th a t  Bhl$ma 
draw s from th e  s to ry  fo r  Y u d h i$ th ira 's  b e n e f i t  i s  t e l l in g .  He f i r s t  ad v ise s
1) Y atha v a y u rja la d h a ra n v ik a r$ a ti  t a ta s ta ta l} /
T a d v a jja la d a v a tsa rp a  kalasyShaip va<janugal)// (44)
Jangamab s th a v a ra g c a iv a  d iv i  v& yadi v5 bhuv i/
Sarve kalatm akSb sa rp a  kalatmakamidai[i j a g a t / /  (46)
P ravp ttaya^ca  ya  loke ta th a iv a  ca n iv p tta y a b /
Tasaip v ikptayo  yS^ca sarvaiji kalStmakam sm ptam // (47) ib id .. 1.44 & 46-47.
2) Naivahaip nSpyayam mptyurnayaip lubdhaka pannagafr/
K ilb i? I  jan tum araoe  na vayam h i p ray o ja k ab // (63)
Akarodyadayaip karma tanno  a rjunaka  codakam/
P raoa^ahe tum anyo  asya  vadhyate  ayaip sv akarm apa// (64)
Y atha ch ay a tap au  nityaip susaipbaddhau n ira n ta ra m /
T a tha  karma ca k a r t s  ca sam baddhSvatm akarm abhib/7 (68) ib id .. 1.63-64 A 68.
3) Ib id .. 1.1-73.
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Y udhi$ th ira  th a t  he shou ld  fo rsak e  g r ie f  fo r  in  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld  th e  cause of
any th ing  i s  one 's  own karma (svakarmapratyayari)\ bu t in  th e  very  nex t v e rse  Bhi$ma
t e l l s  Y u d h is th ira  th a t  th e  t e r r ib l e  s la u g h te r  was no t made by Duryodhana o r by
Y u d h i? th ira  h im se lf. T his s la u g h te r  o f k ings was done by Time UcSlena tatkptam'),1
I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  much a s  th e  orthodox may serm onise  about karma and
tra n sm ig ra tio n , th e  c h a ra c te r s  do no t fo r th e  most p a r t  seem to  tak e  i t s  m essage to
h e a r t. There a re  no in s ta n c e s  in  th e  Mahabharata where a c h a ra c te r , b e se t by
m isfo rtu n e , b e a ts  h is  b re a s t  and sheds t e a r s  o f woe over p a s t e v ils . As noted,
Y udh i?fh lra  c e r ta in ly  does no t. And nor does h is  m other K unti -  though such might
be expected  -  when a t  one o f th e  d a rk e s t moments o f th e  Epic she looks upon her
sons and DraupadI, a l l  d re sse d  in  a s c e t ic  ga rb  fo r th e i r  e x ile  a f t e r  th e  tra u m a tic
d icing . The b e s t  she can do i s  to  s e e  th e i r  s u f fe r in g  n o t in  term s of karma but in
term s o f 'p e rv e rse  f a t e ' and 'e v i l  d e s tin y ':
Adorned by your s te a d f a s tn e s s  in  observance and conduct in  accordance w ith 
v ir tu o u s  dharma, never mean, unwavering in  devo tion , and alw ays in te n t  on 
w orship o f th e  gods, (then) why should  th is  m is fo rtu n e  b e fa l l  you -  what i s  
th is  p e rv e rse  f a te ?  And whose i s  t h i s  fa u l t ,  born o f m alice, ( th a t)  I see  you 
so? But t h i s  may be my own e v il  d e s tin y  (fo r)  i t  was I who gave b ir th  to  
you.2
B esides being c a lle d  upon to  ex p la in  s u ffe r in g  and m isfo rtu n e , th e re  a re  
fre q u en t re fe re n c e s  to  th e  th e o r ie s  o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n  in  th e  d id a c tic  and 
p h ilo so p h ica l s e c tio n s  o f th e  Mahabharata, th e  bulk o f which a re  con ta ined  in  th e  
m assive $ an tl, Anugasana and Arapyakaparvans, a s  w ell as  th e  sm all but s e l f -  
con ta ined  t r e a t i s e s ,  th e  Bhagavadglt a and th e  Anugita,
However, i t  i s  im portan t to  n o te  and s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  th e  bulk o f th e se  
re fe re n c e s  a re  to  be found in  th e  Mok$adharma s e c tio n  o f th e  Qantiparvan, There a re  
probably  more re fe re n c e s  h e re  th an  in  a l l  o th e r  p a r ts  o f th e  Mahabharata combined.
1> Ib id .. 1.74-75.
2) Kathaip s a d d h a rm a c a r i t r a v p t ta s th i t iv ib h u s i ta n /
Ak $udr andptfhabhakt an^ca d a iv a te jy  a p a ra n sa d a / /
Vyasanaip vab sam abhyagatko ayaip v id h iv ip ary ay ah /
Kasyapadhyanajarp cedamagab pa<jyaml vo d h iy a / /
S y S ttu  madbhSgyadoso ayaip yShaip yu^m anajljanam / Sabhaparvan, 70.13-15.
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As we s h a ll  see , In th e  rem ainder o f th e  $an ti, AnugSsana, and Arapyakaparvans th e  
concern i s  much more w ith  escap ing  th e  consequences o f o n e 's  s in f u l  a c ts  than  in  a 
t ru e  adherence to  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma, a lth o u g h  th e  Mok$adharma 
c e r ta in ly  i s n 't  f r e e  o f th e se  concerns e i th e r ,
Whatsmore, i t  i s  n o tab le  th a t  w hile  th e  Mokpadharma may c le a r ly  o u tlin e  th e  
e s s e n t ia l  p r in c ip le s  o f karma and tra n s m ig ra tio n ,1 i t  does n o t dw ell upon th e se  
d o c tr in e s  fo r  t h e i r  own sake.'-2 They would seem to  be much more secondary  to  i t s  
p r in c ip a l  concern w ith  teach in g  th e  d o c tr in e  o f mok$at o r 'l ib e r a t io n ' from bondage 
to  th i s  world o f s u f fe r in g , w ith  i t s  l im ita t io n s  o f tim e, space  and change.3 And, of 
course , th e  most n o te a b le  m a n ife s ta tio n s  o f th is  bondage, and i t s  consequent 
s u ffe r in g , a re  th e  f a c t s  o f karma and saipsara. T herefo re , th e  Mok$adharma i s  r e a l ly  
in te r e s te d  in  th e s e  d o c tr in e s  from a n e g a tiv e  p o in t o f view. That is ,  th e  h o r ro rs  o f 
w orldly e x is te n c e , c h a ra c te r is e d  by karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n , a re  em phasised a s  a 
way of p u t tin g  th e  n ecessa ry  purpose and re so lv e  in to  th e  in d iv id u a l s e e k e r 's  mind 
to  pu rsu e  th e  hard  labou r o f  mok$a. I f  you lik e , th e  d o c tr in e s  o f karma and 
tra n sm ig ra tio n  a re  used  to  s o f te n  up th e  seeker.
O utside  o f th e  Mok?adharma, c le a r  and unchallenged  re fe re n c e s  to  th e  d o c tr in e  
o f karma -  beyond th o se  a lread y  d isc u sse d  -  a re  in fre q u e n t, and w ith  one or two 
ex cep tions  add l i t t l e  to  ou r knowledge o f th e  Epic view o f karma. The most im portan t 
and s ig n if ic a n t  o f  th e s e  re fe re n c e s  i s  to  be found in  th a t  b r ie f  t e x t  o f U pani?adic 
in te n t,  th e  Sanatsu ja ta , which accum ulated  a s u f f ic ie n t  p h ilo so p h ica l re p u ta tio n  fo r 
even a Qarpkara to  w r ite  a commentary on i t ,*
1) e.g, Q antiparvan , 174.1-16, 180.1-27, 183.16, 194.21, 195.8-23, 196.23, 203,41-43,
204.7-13 , 206.11, 216.13, 270 .18-19 , 277,15-16, 279 .9 -21 , 309.50-59, 316.25-58.
2) See, though, th e  cu rio u s  d o c tr in e  o f th e  co lou r o f so u ls , which i s  p robably  of 
J a in is t  o r ig in . Ib id .. 195.17-23, 271.1 f f ,280 .4-5 ; and V.M. Bedekar, 'The D octrine 
o f  th e  C olours o f Souls in  th e  MahSbharata', Annals o f  th e  Bhandarkar O rien ta l 
R esearch I n s t i tu t e ,  v o l.48-49 (1968), pp.329-38.
3) See e s p e c ia lly  ib id .. 180.1-30, 194.21-24, 195.1-23, 196.1-23, 203.1-43 , 204.1-16, 
208 .1-2 , 211 ,1 -48 , 277.1-46 , 316.1-59.
4) J.A.B, van B uitenen Ctrans. & ed.), The M ahabharata. v o l.3, p. 182.
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The s e t t in g  o f th e  te x t  i s  a s  fo llow s. D h r t a r a u r a 's  c h a r io te e r  Sarpjaya i s  s e n t 
to  th e  Pao<java co u rt to  a tte m p t a re c o n c il ia t io n  a f t e r  th e  Par?<javas' e x ile . Sarpjaya 
r e tu rn s  w ith  Y u d h ie th ira 's  rep ly . A ppearing b e fo re  D h p ta r§ $ tra , Sarpjaya condemns h is  
m aste r fo r  th e  d isco rd  w ith in  h is  fam ily, then, p lead ing  t ir e d n e s s , he r e t i r e s  
in d ic a tin g  he w ill  d e liv e r  Yudhi?thi*~a's re p ly  on th e  morrow. D h p ta ra ? tra  i s  w orried 
and s le e p le s s , and sends fo r  h is  h a lf -b ro th e r  Vidura and b id s him sh a re  h is  wisdom 
u n t i l  th e  morning. V idura speaks a t  len g th  on a range o f  s u b je c ts , and f in a l ly  
D h p ta ra ^ ira  a sk s  i f  th e re  i s  any th ing  l e f t  he has no t y e t d iscu ssed , V idura r e p l ie s  
th a t  th e  s e e r  S a n a ts u ja ta  had proclaim ed th a t  th e re  was no dea th . But, because he 
was born a gudra he could no t speak  o f t h i s  e te r n a l  wisdom. Presum ably as  a gudra 
he was not e n t i t l e d  to  speak o f what was fo r  th e  tw ice -b o rn  only. V idura summons 
S a n a ts u ja ta  w ith  h is  mind and th e  g re a t  sage  in s ta n t ly  appears , D h p ta ra $ tra  and th e  
sage  then  speak  in p r iv a te  about d e a th  and non-death .
S a n a ts u ja ta 's  b r ie f  e x p o s itio n  has some s tr ik in g  p a r a l le l s  w ith  what i s
expounded a t  much g r e a te r  len g th  by Kr?ha In th e  B hagavadgita . According to
S a n a tsu ja ta , death , o r more p ro p erly  're d e a th ' <punarmrtyu>t i s  due to  'f o l ly ' o r
'd is t r a c t io n ',  o r  in  o th e r  words to  ignorance. T herefo re , 'n o n -d ea th ' (amptyu) i s  th e
conquest o f 'd is tra c tio n *  o r ignorance, th rough  knowledge o f th e  so u l <atman), This
means o f overcom ing d ea th  i s  then  c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  lo t  o f th o se  who seek  a f t e r
th e  f r u i t s  o f t h e i r  a c ts , which i s  th e  more u su a l approach o f m orta ls .
Those who a re  a tta c h e d  to  th e  f r u i t  o f  th e i r  a c ts  fo llow  th e re  a f t e r  th e  
r e s u l t in g  karma. They do n o t c ro ss  over death . He who, th ink ing , d e s tro y s  th e  
r is in g  up (of karma), (though) no t o f h o s t i le  i n te l l e c t  th ro u g h  d is re s p e c t  (fo r 
a c tin g  as  such), he, indeed, i s  dea th  (fo r)  l ik e  d ea th  he consumes (them) a s  
they  a r is e .  He who knows th u s  d e s tro y s  h is  d e s ire s . The man who fo llow s a f t e r  
h is  d e s ire s , i s  d e s tro y ed  th rough  (h is) d e s ire s . C astin g  o f f  (h is) d e s ire s , a 
man can f r e e  h im se lf from any p assion . ... D esire  k i l l s  him f i r s t  and love and 
h a tre d  tak e  hold o f him (and k i l l  him) a fte rw a rd s ; th e s e  lead  fo o ls  to  th e i r  
death ; bu t th e  w ise, th ro u g h  th e i r  s te a d in e s s , c ro s s  over death . ... ( I f )  the  
sou l i s  f u l l  o f d e lu s io n  from anger and g reed , th a t  i s  d ea th  i t s e l f  w ith in  
your own body. Knowing ( th a t)  d ea th  i s  born th u s , he who s ta n d s  in  knowledge 
should  have no f e a r  o f d e a th  h e re .1
1) Karmodaye karm aphalanuragS -
s ta t rS n u  y a n t i  na t a r a n t i  m ptyuip// (8) 
Yo ab h id h y ay an n u tp a tisp u n n ih an y a-
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Though S a n a ts u ja ta  d e liv e rs  h is  d isc o u rse  in  th a t  en igm atic  U pani?adic s ty le , what 
we have h e re  i s  c le a r ly  th e  m essage th a t  th e  Bhagavadgita  d e liv e rs  on a c tio n  a t f a r  
g r e a te r  len g th . S a n a ts u ja ta , and th e  a u th o r o f th e  BhagavadgTta, a re  both concerned 
w ith  what, fo r  th e  orthodox t r a d i t io n ,  was a g riev o u s  lo g ic a l  d i f f ic u l ty  w ith  th e  new 
th eo ry  o f karma: i f  a c ts  produce karm ic f r u i t  which re q u ire  f u r th e r  r e b ir th ,  then  
why ac t a t  a l l ?  At th e  tim e many did  fo llow  th is  lo g ic  th rough  by c a s tin g  o f f  a l l  
th e i r  s o c ia l  d u t ie s  and o b lig a tio n s . The answ er g iven  in  th e  S an a tsu ja ta  (and in  th e  
G ita) i s  th a t  i t  i s  no t a c ts  th a t  bind bu t th e  d e s ire  fo r  th e  f r u i t  of a c ts , D esire, 
in  tu rn , spawns love and h a tre d , anger, greed, and de lu sio n . I t  i s  th i s  ig n o ran t one, 
f u l l  o f d e s ire  fo r  th e  consequences o f h is  a c tio n s , who i s  su b je c te d  to  th e  rep e a te d  
cycle  o f  b i r th  and death . But th e  w ise one, who knows th e  n a tu re  o f d e s ire  and 
karma, and who seeks th e  sou l, p a sse s  beyond th e  cycle  o f b i r th  and death . This 
in te r p r e ta t io n  o f karma, o f course , was o f s p e c ia l  re le v an c e  fo r  D hptara$t*“a a t  th is  
d e lic a te  s ta g e  o f th e  M ahabharata, fo r  i t  could only but p ro v id e  in te l l e c tu a l  and 
p h ilo so p h ica l j u s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  D h r ta r a s t r a 's  own d i th e r in g  and in d ec is io n . By th is  
in te r p r e ta t io n  i t  could be argued  th a t  th e  impending war was an unavoidable duty; 
and i f  th i s  v io le n t  deed was done a s  a du ty  and no t fo r  any rew ard, i t  would have 
no u n favou rab le  karm ic consequences. The argum ent could  only be a com fort fo r  
D h p ta ra ? tra , ju s t  a s  i t  would l a t e r  be fo r  Arjuna when he s u f fe re d  from h is  own 
more d ram atic  lo ss  o f nerve.
We a lso  le a rn  som ething about th e  orthodox brahm apic view of karma from th e
dan Sdar ei> Spr a t ibudhy am anah /
Sa v a i rap ty u rm p ty u riv a tti bhu tva
evaiji v idvanyo v in ih a n ti  kam an // (9)
K am anusari purusafr kamananu v in a ^ y a ti/
Kamanvyudasya dhunute yatk ii|ic ltpu ru§o  r a ja l j / /  <10)
Abhidhya v a i prathamaip h a n ti  cainaiji
kamakrodhau gphya cainaip tu  p a ^ c a t/
E te balanm ptyave p ra p a y a n ti
d h i r a s tu  dhairyeoa  t a r a n t i  mptyum// (12)
K rodhallobh anmohamay an t a r  a t  m a
sa  v a i m p ty u s tv ac c h a rire  ya e$alj/ (13)
Evaip mptyuip jSyamanaip v id itv a
jhSne ti§ th a n n a  b ib h e tlh a  mptyotj/7 <14) Udyogaparvan, 42 .8-14 .
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s to ry  o f M atanga who was ra is e d  as  a brahmin, though i l le g i t im a te ly  b eg o tten  on a 
brahmin woman by a gudra f a th e r . On f in d in g  ou t th e  r e a l  n a tu re  o f h is  b ir th , he 
undertook  se v e re  a u s t e r i t i e s  (tapas') d e s iro u s  o f a t ta in in g  from Indra  th e  boon of 
th e  s t a tu s  o f a brahmin. But In d ra  re p e a te d ly  in d ic a te d  th a t  such a boon was not 
p o ss ib le  fo r  th e  s t a t u s  o f a brahmin could only be achieved  a f t e r  su ccess iv e  
tra n sm ig ra tio n s  th ro u g h  th e  low er varpas over many thousands o f years; th e  leng th  
of tim e sp en t in  each su c c e ss iv e  varpa in c re as in g  manyfold. At long l a s t  one i s  born 
as a brahmin who knows th e  tfeotes; and th e re  again  he h as  to  wander fo r  a very  long 
time. But a l l  th e  w hile he i s  a s s a u l te d  by anger and joy, d e s ire  and h a tre d , p rid e  
and in s u l t .  I f  he conquers th ese , he a t t a in s  a r ig h te o u s  end C$adgatim)\ i f  not he 
f a l l s  aga in  from h is  h igh s t a t u s .1
Elsew here, re fe re n c e s  to  karma in  th e  Mahabharata a re  q u i te  spo rad ic , and 
norm ally in c id e n ta l  to  some o th e r  m oral o r po in t th a t  i s  be ing  made. Thus th e  
h o rro rs  o f r e b i r th  a re  b r ie f ly  used  to  h ig h lig h t th e  s in fu ln e s s  o f th o se  who covet 
f le s h  to  e a t. These m e a t-e a te rs  a re  s a id  to  f a l l  in to  womb a f t e r  womb and to  be
cooked in  th e  h e l l  c a lled  Kumbhlpaka. In th is  in s ta n c e , p a r t ic u la r  em phasis i s  p laced
on th e  aw fu lness  o f th e  b ir th  p rocess , which occurs n o t once but rep ea ted ly : 'While 
l iv in g  in  th e  u te ru s , (beings) a re  cooked by th e  f lu id s  th a t  a re  c a u s tic , so u r and 
pungent, by th e  t e r r ib l e  touch  o f u rine , phlegm and excrem ent. Although unw illing ,
be ings a re  to rn  asunder th e re  ag a in  and a g a in .'2
1) See A nu^asanaparvan, 29 .1-16 . The same idea  th a t ,  b e fo re  a t ta in in g  sa lv a tio n , one 
must work one 's  way up th e  s o c ia l  o rd e r  to  th e  d ig n ity  o f a brahmin, ap p ears  
e lsew here  in  th e  s to ry  o f th e  d isc o u rse  betw een Vyasa Dvalpayana (who 
conven ien tly  knew th e  language o f a l l  anim als) and a worm. A nugasanaparvan, 118- 
120 .
2) G arbhavase^u  pacyan te  k ^ a ram lak a fu k a i r a s a ih /
Mutra<jle$mapurIsaijSr[i sp a rsa ig c a  b h rg ad a ru p a ib //
J a ta ^ c a p y a v a ^ a s ta tr a  bhidyman&b punab punab/ ib id ., 117.28-29,
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As w ell, th e  d o c tr in e  o f  karma makes a cu rso ry  appearance in a t  le a s t  a few of 
th e  many anim al fa b le s  to  be found in  th e  Mahabharata. For in s ta n c e , in  one such 
s to ry  we h ea r o f King Paurika who ru le d  from th e  c ity  o f P aurika. That low est of 
men (puru^adhamafr) was c ru e l  and took p le a su re  in  in ju r in g  o th e rs . When th is  k in g 's  
l i f e  had run  i t s  co u rse  he went to  an u n d e s ira b le  end (.anipsitaip gattm ), Indeed, 
ta in te d  by h is  p rev io u s  deeds (du?itab  purvakarmaija) he was reb o rn  a s  a jacka l. Now, 
remembering h is  form er b i r th  he was f i l le d  w ith th e  g r e a te s t  d is g u s t  (nirvedaij.i 
paramaip>, and he a b s ta in ed  from e a tin g  meat, even i f  b rought by o th e rs . Whatsmore, 
he p ra c t is e d  n o n -in ju ry  tow ards a l l  c re a tu re s , was t r u t h f u l  in  speech, and p ra c tis e d  
very hard  vows. In s te a d  he only a te  f a l le n  f r u i t .  And th a t  jac k a l con tinued  to  liv e  
in h is  b i r th  p lace , a burn ing  ground. He d e s ire d  to  dw ell nowhere e l s e .1
In o th e r  words, t h i s  f a l le n  jac k a l accep ted  h is  lo t  a s  th e  a p p ro p r ia te  d e s e r ts
o f h is  e v il  karma; bu t, presum ably w ith  an eye to  h is  n e x t b i r th ,  follow ed th e  h a b its
o f th e  v ir tu o u s , in s te a d  o f th o se  o f o th e r  jack a ls . And i t  i s  th e  v ir tu o u s  n a tu re  of
th is  jack a l th a t  p ro v id es  th e  s e t t in g  fo r th e  r e a l  m oral o f th e  s to ry  -  th e  dangers 
and in t r ig u e s  o f a  k in g 's  c o u r t .2
F ina lly , i t  i s  a lso  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  th e  a c tu a l  s to ry  l in e  o f th e  Mahabharata i s  
developed much more in  term s o f  th e  g iv in g  o f boons and th e  le v e llin g  o f c u rse s  
than  in  term s o f  karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n . As we have noted , th e  c h a ra c te rs  involved
1) Q antiparvan , 112.1-7.
2) In b r ie f ,  th e  rem ainder o f th e  s to ry  i s  th a t  th e  o th e r  ja c k a ls  a ttem p t to  ta lk  
th is  jac k a l ou t o f h is  pure  ways. However, a t ig e r  o v e rh e a rs  h is  words o f  wisdom 
and in v i te s  him to  be h is  m in is te r . The jack a l i s  r e lu c ta n t  because o f th e  
in tr ig u e s  th a t  occur in  th e  c o u rts  o f kings. He p re fe r s  h is  l i f e  o f ren u n c ia tio n . 
In  th e  even t, th e  ja c k a l 's  f e a r s  a re  w ell-founded  fo r  th e  t i g e r 's  old a d v is e rs  do 
in tr ig u e  a g a in s t  and frame th e  jacka l. The jack a l i s  o rdered  s la in  by th e  t ig e r ;  
but th e  t i g e r 's  m other ta lk s  some sen se  in to  h e r so n 's  head. The t ig e r  does make 
up to  th e  jacka l; bu t th e  ja c k a l has had enough and now r e t i r e s  to  th e  fo re s t ,  
perform s th e  praya  vow and goes to  heaven,
For f u r th e r  exam ples, se e  th e  d isc o u rse  betw een th e  v u ltu re , jac k a l and bereaved 
fam ily  «Jan tiparvan , 149,31-37); and betw een th e  f a l le n  jac k a l and th e  ape on th e  
h o r r ib le  s in  o f no t g iv in g  a g i f t  prom ised to  a brahm in (A nu^sanaparvan , 9 .8 - 
1 2 ).
O ther in c id e n ta l  re fe re n c e s  to  karma may be found a t  (Jan tiparvan , 36.36 and 
A rapyakaparvan, 178,8-15,
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in th e  c e n tr a l  p lo t  a lm ost never con tem plate  th e i r  a c tio n s  and fo r tu n e s  in term s o f 
p a s t and f u tu re  karma. Almost th e  only re fe re n c e  to  karma in  th e  development o f the  
c e n tr a l  s to ry  l in e  i t s e l f  occu rs in  th e  Sauptikaparvan, and i t  i s  in d ic a tiv e  of the  
r e la t iv e  lack o f im portance o f karma to  much of th e  Mahabharata. In th is  in stan ce , 
Kppa, Kptavarman and Aqvattham an agon ise  over th e  im p lic a tio n s  fo r  dharma of 
A gvattham an’s p ro p o sa l to  s la u g h te r  th e  v ic to r io u s  Paijtfava fo rc e s  in th e i r  sleep .
But in  th i s  charged d isc u ss io n , th e re  i s  only one re fe re n c e  to  th e  consequences in 
term s o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n ; and i t  i s  a f a i r ly  c a re f re e  one a t th a t ,  fo r  
a f t e r  much d eb a te  Aqvattham an d e c la re s : ’Having s la in  th e  P a n c a la s , th o se  d e s tro y e rs  
of my fa th e r , a t  n ig h t d u rin g  th e i r  s leep , I w ill w illin g ly  be born as  a worm or an 
in s e c t . '1
From what has been sa id  so  fa r , i t  i s  apparen t th a t  th e  Mahabharata i s  w e ll-  
acquain ted  w ith  th e  d o c tr in e s  o f karma and tra n sm ig ra tio n , even i f  they  a re  only 
in te r m i t te n t ly  and no t p a r t ic u la r ly  w ell-developed . There would seem to  have been a 
s u b s ta n t ia l  accep tance  o f  th e  form al theo ry  of th e se  new d o c tr in e s , even i f  th e  
in t r ic a c ie s  d id  no t tro u b le  th e  Hindu sa g es  in  the  same way as  th e i r  Buddhist and 
J a in i s t  c o u n te rp a r ts .2
However, th e se  d o c tr in e s  did  not begin to  be accep ted  in to  th e  o rthodox Hindu 
t r a d i t io n  u n t i l  somewhere about th e  s ix th  o r sev en th  c e n tu r ie s  B.C. Nor d id  they
1) P itphantfnahaiji h a tv a  p a n c a la n n iq i s a u p tik e /
Kamam kr^al) pataipgo va  janma prapya bhavami v a i / /  S aup tikaparvan , 5.25.
There a re  a lso  q u ite  fre q u e n t re fe re n c e s  -  e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  b a t t l e  books -  to  
an in d iv id u a l rea p in g  th e  f r u i t  o f h is  deeds, bu t from th e  co n tex t i t  i s  c le a r  
th a t  th e  deed and th e  f r u i t  occur in  th is  l i f e  only; th e r e  i s  no re fe re n c e  to  
tra n sm ig ra tio n . For in s ta n c e , when D h p ta ra ? tra  a sk s  why h is  sons were alw ays 
being s la u g h te re d , and not th e  Pantfavas, Saipjaya r e p l i e s  th a t  th e  D h a r ta ra e ira s  
were now rea p in g  th e  f r u i t  o f th e i r  own e v i l  a c tio n s  (Bhl?raaparvan, 61.20).
Though karm ic in  n a tu re , such comments a re  no more th an  what one would expect 
in  h e ro ic  l i t e r a tu r e ,  and a re  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  connected w ith  th e  p e c u lia r ly  Indian 
th eo ry  o f tra n sm ig ra tio n  which came in to  prom inence from th e  6 th -7 th  c e n tu r ie s  
B.C.
2) See P.S, J a in i, 'Karma and th e  Problem of R eb irth  in  Ja in ism ', in  O 'F laherty , 
o p .c lt.. pp.217-38; and J.P. McDermott, 'Karma and R eb irth  in  E arly  Buddhism' in 
ib id .. pp. 165-92.
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emerge onto a scene  th a t  was e n t i r e ly  devoid o f i t s  own id eas  on human ac tio n  and 
a f t e r l i f e ,  Thus, a t  th e  tim e much o f th e  Mahabharata was being compiled, we have 
th e  coming to g e th e r  and working out o f a t  le a s t  two s e p a ra te  t r a d i t io n s .  I t  would be 
q u ite  u n r e a l i s t ic  to  expect th a t  th e  new t r a d i t io n  would sim ply re p la c e  th e  old. A 
p rocess  o f co a lescence  and ad ju stm en t was what In ev itab ly  occurred; but th e  r e s u l t s  
were f a r  from even.
This p ro c e ss  would seem to  have been fa r  more s u c c e s s fu l  concern ing  view s on 
a f t e r l i f e .  For th e  Vedlc heaven and h e l l  c e n tred  view o f th e  f in a l  end of man could 
be re a d ily  adap ted  to  th e  new idea  th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l was su b je c t to  re p e a te d  
r e b ir th .  Though in  la rg e  p a r t s  o f th e  Mahabharata, th e  f in a l  ends rem ain heaven and 
h e ll, n o n e th e le ss  th e  idea  became w idespread th a t  a f t e r  a s ta y  in  e i th e r  one in 
accordance w ith  th e  n a tu re  o f o n e 's  accum ulated a c ts , th e  in d iv id u a l sim ply re tu rn e d  
to  r e b i r th  on e a rth . In t h i s  view, heaven and h e l l  became tem porary  so jo u rn s  in s te a d  
of th e  f in a l  ends; no doubt th is  was a p lu s  fo r  th o se  in  h e ll ,  and a minus fo r  th o se  
in heaven.
However, i t  was much more d i f f i c u l t  to  reach  an ad ju stm en t concerning th e  
d i f f e r e n t  view s on human ac tio n . The d i f f ic u l ty  was tw o -fo ld . F ir s t ly ,  acco rd ing  to  
th e  new th eo ry  o f karma, man alone  was th e  only c a u sa l f a c to r  in  exp la in ing  human 
ac tion . However, th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  was p repared  to  c a l l  upon v a rio u s  e x te rn a l  
'fo rc e s ' a s  w e ll to  ex p la in  human ac tio n ; and th e se  w ill  be examined in  succeed ing  
c h ap te rs .
Secondly, reduced to  i t s  e ssence , th e  new th eo ry  o f karma s ta te d  th a t  th rough  
good deeds a man became good; and th rough  e v il  deeds a man became e v il . I t  
e s ta b lis h e d  a s t r i c t  c a u sa l connection  betw een an a c t and i t s  consequence fo r  th e  
doer. According to  th e  lo g ic  o f th i s  connection  each man shou ld  in v a r ia b ly  reap  what 
he h im se lf has  sown, and no man should  reap  what he h a s  not sown. And th i s  
connection  betw een th e  a c t and i t s  consequence may s t r e t c h  a c ro s s  rep e a te d  b ir th s . 
However, th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  did n o t p o s tu la te  o r accep t an in v a r ia b le  connection 
betw een an a c t  and th e  subsequen t consequence fo r  th e  doer o f  th a t  ac t.
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Though some e a r l i e r  C h r is tia n  in flu en ced  w r i te r s  have d ep re c a te d  and even 
scorned  Vedic n o tio n s  o f s in ,1 n e v e r th e le s s  th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  did  b e liev e  in  a 
d iv ine  m oral o rd e r  accompanied by w ell-developed  id eas  concern ing  r ig h t  and wrong, 
m erit and e v il , r e t r ib u t io n  and rew ard, To vary ing  d eg rees  in d iv id u a ls  were held  
re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e i r  a c tio n s ,2 For a l l  i n te n ts  and pu rp o ses  i t  can be f a i r ly  sa id  
th a t  th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  e x h ib ite d  i t s  own th eo ry  o f  karma. As E, Washburn Hopkins 
w rite s : 'though  th e  Karina d o c tr in e  i s  not y e t fo rm ula ted , i t s  e th ic a l  p r in c ip le s  a re  
a lread y  in  evidence. Thus s u f f e r in g  i s  recogn ised  a s  th e  f r u i t  o f p rev io u s  s in  and 
when a good man d ie s  he goes to  th e  n ex t world c a rry in g  h is  m erit w ith him .'3 And, 
accord ing  to  H. L efever, fo r  Vedic man i t  was a 'f a c t  o f experience , th a t  every  
ac tio n  o f man, conscious or unconscious, produces i t s  in e v ita b le  e f f e c t  w ith in  th e  
world o rder, p ta .'■* However, in common w ith  most r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t io n s ,  th e  Vedic 
t r a d i t io n  did  not accep t th a t  once e v i l  had been com m itted i t s  consequences must 
inexorab ly  be su ffe re d ; and no r did  i t  b e liev e  th a t  an in d iv id u a l 's  abundance of 
m erit could no t be sha red  o r used  to  he lp  o th e rs . Some o f  th e s e  id eas  must now be 
b r ie f ly  considered .
In th e  e a r l i e r  Vedas th e  p r in c ip a l  method by which th e  w rongdoer could escape 
th e  consequences o f h is  a c tio n s  was to  invoke a god to  r e le a s e  him from th e  sin .
The re la t io n s h ip  betw een Vedic man and h is  god o r gods was o f th e  u tm ost 
im portance. From th e  e th ic a l  p o in t o f view, th e  gods -  e s p e c ia lly  Varuoa ~ were 
looked upon a s  th e  g u a rd ian s  o f th e  m oral o rd e r o f p ta .B Varuoa, and to  a le s s e r  
e x te n t th e  A dityas and o th e r  gods, punished s in n e rs  th ro u g h  'f e t t e r s '  o r 'bonds' such
1) For in s ta n c e , K eith, o p .c it.. pp ,244-6, 249, 311, 468-9 , 584-6 .
2) See M iller, o p .c it.. pp. 141-170; Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp .1-44; H.G. N arahari, 
Atman in P re-U pan isad ic  Vedic L i te r a tu re ,  pp. 183-226.
3) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp.43-44.
4) H. L efever, The Vedic idea  o f s in , p.26,
5) See M iller, o p .c it.. pp. 107-11, 143; Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp.35-41; Keith, 
o p .c it.. pp .84-85 , 433, 448.
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as d ise a se , d i s t r e s s  and m isfo rtu n e , o r some o th e r  form o f s u ffe r in g ;  and they  
rew arded th e  v ir tu o u s  w ith  lo n g - l i f e ,  p ro sp e r ity  and sons. In p a r t ic u la r ,  no th ing  
escaped Varuoa. I t  was sa id  th a t  'h is  two eyes embrace th e  th re e  e a r th s  and th re e  
heavens', and 'Varuoa s e e s  a l l  th a t  is  in  th e  un iverse ; numbered o f him a re  the  
w inkings o f th e  peop le  ... h is  s p ie s  go from th e  sky; th ousand -eyed  they  look over 
th e  e a r th . ' The w rong-doer could no t escape Varuoa 'even i f  he should  f ly  to  th e  
ends o f th e  h eav en .'1
However, t h i s  d iv in e  punishm ent was n o t ex e rc ise d  in  a m echanical and au tom atic  
fash ion , For th e  t ru ly  re p e n ta n t s in n e r , who d e s ire d  to  mend h is  ways and follow  th e  
m oral law, d iv in e  mercy and com passion were b e liev ed  to  be a v a ila b le ,2 T herefo re , in 
th e  Rg Veda, and to  a l e s s e r  deg ree  in  th e  o th e r  Vedas, we fin d  fre q u e n t in v o ca tio n s  
to  one o r o th e r  god to  r e le a s e  th e  wrongdoer from h is  s in s .3 These in v o ca tio n s  were 
no doubt accompanied by some form o f s a c r i f i c i a l  g i f t  offering"* designed  to  a v e rt 
th e  w rath  o f th e  god on th e  assum ption  th a t  th e  food and d rin k  so g iven would put 
th e  god in  a s u ita b ly  fo rg iv in g  fram e of mind.
However, in  th e  l a t e r  Atharva Veda, and e sp e c ia lly  in  th e  l i t e r a tu r e  o f th e  
Brahmapas, th e  approach i s  not so  much to  e n tr e a t  th e  gods fo r  fo rg iv e n ess , but to  
coerce o r compel them th rough  th e  power b e liev ed  in h e re n t in  th e  s a c r i f ic e .  In th is  
l a t e r  l i t e r a t u r e  power lay  no t so much w ith  th e  gods as w ith  th e  brahmin f i l le d  
w ith  knowledge o f th e  i n t r ic a te  s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l .  The s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l  became a 
means o f v i r tu a l ly  re q u ir in g  th e  gods to  rem it s in , cu re  d ise a se , g ive  p ro s p e r ity  and 
so  on.e In some s a c r i f ic e s ,  th e  gods seem ingly lo s t  a l l  im portance fo r th e  mere 
perform ance o f th e  r i t u a l  could a u to m a tic a lly  p u r ify  th e  wrongdoer. At t h i s  lev e l, 
th e  s a c r i f ic e  could  p rov ide  an alm ost m echanical cu re  fo r  s in .G
1) C ited  in  Hopkins, E th ic s  o f  Ind ia , pp.22-23.
2) Ib id .. p .34.
3) See ib id .. pp.12, 17-19, 30, 33-34; Keith, o p .c it.. pp .215-16, 248; M iller, op .cit^ , 
pp. 171-82.
4) Keith, o p .c it .. p.264. 5) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp.45, 53-54 .
6> Ib id ., pp .53-4; and Keith, o p .c it.. pp.264-5.
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N ev erth e less , th e  gods were not e n t i r e ly  redundan t, and e f f o r t s  to  e n tr e a t  them 
a re  s t i l l  to  be found in  th e  l a t e r  l i t e r a t u r e .1 The gods may a ls o  r e ta in  some 
im portance in  a n o th e r s e t  o f  Vedic p ra c t ic e s  connected w ith  th e  rem oval o f s in  -  
e x p ia tio n s  and m o rtif ic a tio n s . Though th e s e  p ra c t ic e s  a re  only  reco rded  tow ards the  
very  end o f th e  Vedic p e rio d 13 th e i r  a n tiq u ity  c e r ta in ly  goes back to  th e  Indo- 
Ira n ia n  period , i f  no t b e fo re .3 Many of th e s e  ex p ia to ry  r i t e s  were ex trem ely  
d i f f ic u l t  and p a in fu l, to  say  th e  le a s t .  For in s ta n c e , th e  u n f a i th fu l  husband was 
re q u ire d  to  wear an a s s e s  sk in  and to  go about begging, p rocla im ing  th a t  he had 
sinned  a g a in s t  h is  w ife. A m urderer, too , was re q u ire d  to  wear th e  sk in  o f an a s s  or 
a dog, to  ca rry  th e  s k u ll  o f th e  dead man from which he had to  drink, and to  su rv iv e  
on alms, d e c la rin g  to  a l l  th o se  from whom he begged th e  crim e he had comm itted.'4 
The r a t io n a le  behind th e se  se v e re  e x p ia tio n s  was obv iously  va ried . But in  p a r t  they  
must have been in tended  to  p r o p i t ia te  th e  gods by making re p a ra tio n  fo r  the  
v io la tio n  o f th e  m oral o rder. The consequences o f th e  wrong would a lso  be lessen ed  
by being openly confessed . At a more p ra c t ic a l  lev e l, i t  warned o th e rs  o f th e  
o f fe n d e r’s w ickedness; and g iven  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  s in  could be p h y s ic a lly  tra n s fe r re d , 
th is  may have been o f  im portance.H In th e se  exam ples, then , a wrongdoer could 
o b v ia te  th e  consequences o f s in  by th e  perform ance o f some m o rtif ic a tio n  or s e l f ­
punishm ent, o f te n  o f a very  se v e re  kind. However, from th e  tim e o f th e  Rg Veda we 
a lso  find  th e  p ra c t ic e  o f m o r t if ic a t io n s  and a u s te r i t i e s  a s  a means o f g e n e ra tin g  
tapas, Even in  th e  e a r ly  Vedas th is  sem inal word assum ed a d iv e rg e n t ran g e  of 
meanings; bu t c e n tr a l  to  a l l  m eanings was th e  o r ig in a l  ro o t idea  o f ’h e a t ’ or 
'w arm th'.6 This g e n e ra te d  'h e a t ' was considered  to  have a wide v a r ie ty  o f
1) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp.45-6,
2) Keith, o p .c it .. p.266.
3) Ib id .. p.266; and M. S tu tle y , Ancient Ind ian  magic and fo lk lo re ; an in tro d u c tio n . 
p.104.
4) Keith, o p .c it .. p.266,
5) Ib id .. p.266; and S tu tle y , o p .c it.. pp. 104-5.
6) See W.O. K aelber, ’Tapas, B irth , and S p ir i tu a l  R eb irth  in  th e  Veda', H isto ry  of
R elig ions, vol. 15 (1976), pp.343-4; and C. B la ir, Heat in  th e  Rig Veda and A tharva
VQdOt pp. 1-9.
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a p p lic a tio n s  -  bo th  c re a tiv e  and d e s tru c tiv e . O rig in a lly  th e  d e s tru c t iv e  dim ension o f
th is  'heat* was employed a g a in s t  such enem ies o f th e  Vedic s a c r i f ic e  a s  rakpasas  but
as  concern w ith  p u r ity  grew, i t  came to  be in c re a s in g ly  used a g a in s t  th e  more 
im portan t in te r n a l  enemy of im purity . Hence tapas  o r 'h e a t ' became th e  prim ary means 
o f e f f e c tin g  th e  p u r if ic a t io n  o f th e  components o f th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  includ ing  th e  
s a c r i f ic e r  h im se lf. I t  was deemed to  d e s tro y  th e  s in  o f th e  s a c r i f i c e r ,1 which would
o th erw ise  n e g a te  th e  su c ce ss  o f th e  r i t e .
So fa r , in  th e  Vedic view, s in  has been considered  p r im a rily  a s  a m oral q u a lity , 
which could be removed by in v o ca tio n  o f th e  gods, s a c r i f ic e  o r some ex p ia tio n . 
However, an o th e r  (and probably  o ld e r)  conception  o f s in  i s  to  be found in  th e  fig 
Veda, and i f  any th ing  i t  became th e  p re v a ilin g  view in  th e  Atharva Veda and the  
Brahmapas. T h is i s  th e  n o tio n  th a t  s in  i s  some s o r t  o f e x te rn a l  su b stan ce , a 
p o llu tio n , d e filem en t, s ta in  o r d ise a se . A pprop ria te ly  enough, th e  s o lu tio n  was to  
wash i t  o f f  w ith  w ater, h e a l i t  w ith  herbs, p u r ify  i t  w ith  f i r e  or smoke, o r to  wipe 
i t  away w ith  unguen ts  and o in tm en ts ,2 I t  should be ap p a ren t th a t  by th is  view of 
s in , n o tio n s  o f in n e r  rep e n tan c e  follow ed by d iv ine  fo rg iv e n e ss  were i r r e le v a n t.
The more popu lar and m agical view of s in  a s  an e x te rn a l  p h y sica l su b s ta n c e  must 
help  account fo r  one o f th e  most no tew orthy  and im portan t f e a tu re s  o f th e  Vedic 
view; th e  id ea  th a t  s in  (and m erit)  could be re a d ily  t r a n s fe r r e d  from man to  man, 
f a th e r  to  son, god to  man, s a c r i f i c e r  to  p r ie s t ,  and so on, w ithou t any apparen t 
m isdeed on th e  p a r t  o f th e  r e c ip ie n t .3 Indeed, i t  i s  a common Vedic p ray e r th a t  one 
should  no t s u f f e r  from th e  s in s  o f  an o th e r ,1* though lo g ic a lly  th e re  should  have been 
no need to  worry. As A.B. K eith p u ts  i t :  'even a s  man may be a f fe c te d  by s in  w ithout 
a c tio n  o f h is  own, so  he can t r a n s f e r  s in  or even a good deed to  o th e rs , and so g e t
1) K aelber, o p .c it.. pp.380-1.
2) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp. 14-15, 24, 46-7; K eith, o p .c it ,, pp,245-6; M iller, 
o p .c it., pp. 149-50.
3) K eith, o p .c it., p .245, S tu tle y , o p .c it,. pp.107-10, and J.C. Heesterm an, 'V ra ty a  and 
S a c r if ic e ',  In d o -Ira n ia n  J o u rn a l , vol. 1 (1962), pp. 11-29.
4) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , p. 19.
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r id  not m erely o f s in s  which have been passed  on to  him, but a ls o  o f s in s  which he 
h im se lf  has com m itted.'
I t  i s  im portan t to  n o te  th a t  t ra n s fe re n c e  o f m erit and s in  was considered  
e sp e c ia lly  p o ss ib le  w ith in  th e  fam ily  netw ork, bo th  p a s t  and p re s e n t .2 A not 
uncommon p ray e r  ad d ressed  by th e  Vedic bard to  th e  gods was to  'R elease us from 
th e  s in s  o f my f a th e r s  and what s in s  we o u rse lv e s  have com m itted .13 T his idea  was 
p a r t  o f a w ider Vedic re c o g n itio n  th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l in  th e  p re se n t was p a r t  o f a 
c lo se ly  bound lin e a g e  o f a n c e s to rs  and d escendan ts  in  which th e  w e lfa re  o f one 
depended on th e  w e lfa re  o f a l l .  The Vedic b e l ie f  in in te rd ep en d en ce  can be seen 
p a r t ic u la r ly  c le a r ly  in  th e  most im portan t o f th e  o rthodox dom estic  r i t u a l s ,  th e  
o f fe r in g s  to  th e  dead perform ed in  th e  graddha and th e  sapindfkarapah  r i t e s .
In th e  Vedic p e riod  th e re  i s  l i t t l e  ev idence th a t  -  so long a s  due o f fe r in g s  
were made to  them -  th e  s p i r i t s  o f th e  dead as  such were fea red . The Vedic Indian  
more norm ally con tem plated  h is  a n c e s to rs  w ith  esteem  and a ffe c tio n , and he ld  to  th e  
b e l ie f  th a t  i f  he cared  fo r  h is  a n c e s to rs , h is  a n c e s to rs  would ca re  fo r  him. Through 
th e  graddha ceremony he provided  h is  a n c e s to rs  to  th e  se v en th  deg ree  w ith  a s tead y  
s tream  of nourishm ent and su s te n a n c e  fo r t h e i r  journey  in  th e  a f t e r l i f e .  Through 
perform ance o f th e  sapipdlkarana  r i t e  he advanced th e  v u ln e ra b le  and disem bodied 
s p i r i t  o f h is  j u s t  d e p a rted  a n c e s to r  on to  a se cu re  abode in  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  w orlds 
o f th e  a n c e s to rs  o r p itp s , and in  tu rn  e a r l i e r  a n c e s to rs  were advanced to  ye t h igher 
w orlds. R ecip rocally , i t  was b e liev ed  th a t  th e  a n c e s to rs  would u t i l i s e  th e i r  
accum ulated  m erit to  p rov ide  fo r  t h e i r  descen d an ts  such rew ards a s  h e a lth  and long 
l i f e ,  su c ce ss  and p ro sp e r ity . And in  p a r t ic u la r ,  they would send progeny or sons to  
th e i r  d escendan ts , fo r  upon th e  su c c e ss iv e  g e n e ra tio n s  o f sons f e l l  th e  duty  of 
perform ing  th e  grSddha and sapipdikarapa  r i t e s  th a t  en su red  th e  continued  
nourishm ent and s p i r i tu a l  advancem ent o f th e  a n c e s to rs . '1 This in terdependence  of
1) Keith, o p .c it .. p.245. 2> Ib id .. p.245. 3) Hopkins, E th ic s  o f Ind ia , pp. 19, 26-7 .
4) See Keith, o p .c it.. pp.425-29; and D.M. Knipe, ' Sapipd^karapa'. The Hindu R ite  o f
E ntry  in to  Heaven, in  F. Reynolds and F.H, Waugh <eds.), R e lig ious E ncounters w ith
Death. In s ig h ts  from th e  H isto ry  and Anthropology._of R elig ions, pp .111-122.
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th e  l iv in g  and th e  dead is  we 11-ex p ressed  by th e  descendan t as  he o f f e r s  food and 
w a te r to  h is  a n c e s to rs : 'T his l i f e - s t r e n g th  is  fo r  you, t h i s  svadha  i s  fo r  you. Eat 
and drink. Do not allow  us to  p e r is h .11 C learly , given th e  sym bio tic  r e la t io n s h ip  in  
which su s te n a n c e  and m erit flow ed f re e ly  backwards and fo rw ards, b e lie f  in the  
s im ila r  t r a n s f e r a b i l i t y  o f s in  made p e rfe c t  sense.
Now, in  th e  Epics (and F u rapas) th e  Vedic i n te r e s t  in  th e  avoidance o f th e  
consequences o f s in  o r th e  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  i s  con tinued , and i f  any th ing  even more 
developed. The Mahabharata i t s e l f  p rov ides  such a wide p le th o ra  o f means fo r 
o b v ia tin g  o r t r a n s f e r r in g  s in  th a t  th e  Epic s in n e r  shou ld  never have been t ru ly  
tro u b le d  by th e  p ro sp ec t o f h e l l .2 In th e  fu lly  developed Hindu t r a d i t io n  probably  
th e  most im portan t method fo r  th e  rem oval o f s in  was th rough  th e  fo rce  o f bhaktb  
th rough  devo tion  and in v oca tion  a p e rso n a l god could be induced to  s e t  a s id e  
u n fo r tu n a te  karm ic consequences.3 O utside  o f th e  Bhagavadgita, bhakti i s  o f very  
vary ing  im portance in  th e  Mahabharata', though i t  s t i l l  rem ains an e f f e c t iv e  fo rce  
fo r  th e  rem oval o f s in . For in s ta n c e , th e  sage  V alm iki r e l a t e s  how he had once been 
condemned by c e r ta in  s e e r s  a s  g u i l ty  o f brahm apicide, bu t he was p u r if ie d  o f h is  
s in s  a f t e r  he had sought th e  p ro te c tio n  o f I$ana o r Qiva.A Likew ise Rama Jamadagnya, 
when g u i l ty  o f brahm apicide, had a lso  been p u r if ie d  o f h is  s in s  by p ra is in g  £iva 
w ith  h is  many names. To h is  f a i t h f u l  devo tees, Qiva i s  s a id  to  be th e  d e s tro y e r  or 
rem over o f  a l l  e v i l  (sarvapapaharo>,s  E lsew here £iva i s  d escrib ed  as  p u r ify in g  
(pavitraq j);6 and he sa v es  (m ocayati) even th o se  p o ssesse d  by every  s in  
(sarvapapasam anvitan> i f  they  come to  him fo r  p ro te c tio n  (garapaga tali'), and he is
1) K afhakagrhyasu tra , 50.11, c i te d  in  Knipe, o p .c it.. p. 122. Emphasis added.
2) This may p a r t ly  exp la in  why in  th e  Mahabharata w hile  th e  t o r tu r e s  of h e l l  a re
m entioned, th e  te x t  does no t r e a l ly  dw ell on l e t  a lone  r e v e l  in  th e  fearsom e and 
i n t r i c a te  d e ta i ls .  Y u d h i^ fh ira 's  d e s c r ip tio n  o f h e l l  i s  th e  most d e ta ile d , and even 
th a t  u l tim a te ly  p roves to  be a d iv in e  i l lu s io n .
3) See W.D. O 'F laherty , 'Karma in  th e  Vedas and P u rap as ' in  O 'F laherty , o p .c itu  pp.27-
28.
4) A nu^asanaparvan, 18,8. 5) Arapyakaparvan, 40.1
6) A nu$asanaparvan, 17.130,
70
w e ll-p lea se d  (supritafy) w ith  them .1
V i$nu-V asudeva-K p?na a lso  sh a re s  th e  same a b i l i ty  to  f re e  th e  wrongdoer o f sin . 
Thus in one p ra is e  o f Kr$ba i t  i s  s a id  th a t  th e re  could be found no s in  (na te$aip 
v id y a te  papaip) nor d e fe a t in  b a t t l e  fo r  th o se  w ith  whom he was s a t i s f i e d  ( tvaip 
ye$aip tu $ to  a s i) .:i2 E lsew here Bhi?ma t e l l s  Y u d h is th ira  th a t  r e c i ta t io n  o f the  
Vl$pusahasranam astotra  rem oves f e a r  and s in  (papabhayapaham).3 At th e  conclusion  of 
th e  s to tra , Bhi$ma added th a t  a m o rta l who took re fu g e  in  Vasudeva <vasudevagrayo ) 
and who became devoted  to  Vasudeva ( vasudevaparayapal,)), would go to  e te r n a l  
Brahman, h is  c h a ra c te r  p u r if ie d  o f a l l  s in s  (sarvapapaviguddhatm a).A However, i t  i s  
no t e n t i r e ly  c le a r  from th e  co n tex t w hether mere devo tion  i s  s u f f ic ie n t  to  in v ite  
th e  in te rv e n tio n  o f th e  god, o r w hether a t ru e  re fo rm a tio n  o f th e  s in n e r 's  c h a ra c te r  
is  a lso  n ecessa ry .
Another Vedic s o lu tio n  fo r  s in  th a t  is  c a rr ie d  over in to  th e  Mahabharata i s  
th a t  o f s a c r i f ic e ;  and i t  is  th e  s o lu tio n  which i s  commended to  Y udh i^ th ira  and th e  
Pandavas. A fte r  th e  end o f th e  g re a t  b a t t l e  Y u d h i? th ira  i s  f i l l e d  w ith  g r ie f  a t  th e  
enorm ity o f what had happened. Having s la in  th e i r  k ith  and kin, th ey  had comm itted 
e v i l  w ithou t end <papamanantakaiji) and they  would have to  f a l l  in to  h e l l  w ith  th e i r  
heads downwards, Y u d h i? th ira 's  s o lu tio n  was th a t  th ey  shou ld  re l in q u is h  t h e i r  bod ies 
by th e  perform ance o f se v e re  a u s t e r i t i e s  (g a r lra p i vlm ok^yam astapasogrepa),5 
However, b e s id e s  h is  own b ro th e rs , v a rio u s  g re a t  s e e r s  appear to  ad v ise  Y udh i? tb ira  
th a t  th is  i s  n o t th e  r ig h t  so lu tio n . The Vyasa a d v ise s  Y u d h is th ira  to  ru le  a s  a 
king should  and not to  pu rsu e  an e a r ly  d ea th  th rough  re n u n c ia tio n . E xp ia tions  
<p ra y a g c itta n i) , he added, had been la id  down ( v ih ita n i) fo r  a l l  a c ts ; but 
Y u d h i^ h ira  could  only perform  them i f  he rem ained a liv e . I t  was only i f  he d id  not 
perform  e x p ia tio n s  th a t  he would s u f f e r  th e  to rm en ts  o f h e l l  a f t e r  d ea th .e
1) Droijaparvan, 173.71,
3) Anuqasanaparvan, 135.12.
5) £ a n tip a rv a n , 33.12.
2) Ib id .. 124.8.
4) Ib id .. 135.130.
6) (Jantiparvan, 32 .23-24 .
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By way o f i l lu s t r a t io n ,  Vyasa d isc u sse s  th e  wide range o f s in s  -  from having 
r o t te n  n a i ls  and b lack  te e th  to  brahm apicide -  fo r  which e x p ia tio n s  e x is te d ,1 There 
were, though, some l im its . Vyasa q u a l i f ie s  th a t  though e x p ia tio n s  were la id  down, 
th e re  was an excep tion  in  ca se s  o f g re a t  s in  <mahapatakavarjaip);s  and a man was 
only p u r if ie d  o f e v i l  i f  he did not commit th a t  e v i l  aga in .3 Nor was th e re  ex p ia tio n  
fo r  one who d e lib e ra te ly  undertook  e v i l  a c ts , and con tinued  to  do them, fe e lin g  no 
shame Cnirapatrapaf))^
In th e  case  o f King Y u d h is th ira  and h is  b ro th e rs , Vyasa ad v ise s , th e  agvamedha 
o r H o rse -S a c rif ic e  was th e  a p p ro p r ia te  expiation.®  Though s t i l l  hankering  a f t e r  th e  
way of ren u n c ia tio n , Y u d h is th ira  does perform  th e  g rand  agvamedha, and he and h is  
b ro th e rs  a re  fre e d  o f t h e i r  s in s . At th e  c r i t i c a l  s ta g e  o f th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  th e  
o f f ic ia t in g  brahm ins took up th e  marrow of th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  h o rse  and cooked i t  in 
accordance w ith  th e  g a stra s , Then Y u d h is th ira  and h is  b ro th e r s  sm elt th e  odour from 
th e  smoke o f th e  marrow <vapadhumagandham) th a t  had th e  ca p ac ity  of rem oving a l l  
s in s  <sarvapapmapahain>,®
However, by th e  tim e of th e  Mahabharata, f a i th  in  th e  im portance o f th e  r e a l ly  
grand  Vedic grauta  s a c r i f ic e s  was in  s e r io u s  d e c lin e ,-7 N ev erth e less , th e re  were 
num erous le s s e r  s a c r i f ic e s ,  and a to n in g  fo r  th e  consequences o f e v i l  th rough  some 
r i t e  o r o th e r  may have been an im portan t fu n c tio n  o f p r i e s t s  (be they  g re a t  or
humble purohitas). For In stan ce , when Bhlma ad v ise s  Y u d h is th ira  to  g ive  up th e i r  
ex ile , leave th e  f o re s t  and proceed to  th e  im m ediate s la u g h te r  o f th e  D h a r ta ra § tra s , 
he i s  no t in  th e  l e a s t  w orried  about th e  consequences o f b reak ing  th e i r  vow and th e  
dharma\ fo r  i t  could be duly  atoned: 'Dear (B rother), enem y-tam er, having d riv en  away
1) Ib id .. 35 .3-14 . 2) Ib id .. 36.39.
3) Ib id .. 36,1. _ 4) Ib id .. 34.23-24,
5) Ib id .. 34.26; Aqvamedhikaparvan, 70.16, 90.15.
6) Aqvamedhikaparvan, 91 .3 -4 . At Q antiparvan, 36.6 th e  H o rse -S a c r if ic e  i s  s a id  to
p u rify  even th e  m urder o f a brahmin. Also cf. Dropaparvan, 125.15, Q antiparvan,
79.30, A nuqasanaparvan, 12.4, 83.33.
7) See below pp.298-304.
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th e  e v i l  done w ith  s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t e s  o f v a rio u s  s o r ts ,  we s h a l l  go to  th e  h ig h e s t 
heaven, 0 g re a t  k in g !'1
The same idea  o ccu rs  when King Janam ejaya is  cu rsed  by Saram a -  th e  d iv ine  
b itc h  o f th e  gods -  w ith  an unseen danger (adp$taip ... bhayam') a f t e r  th e  k in g 's  
b ro th e rs  had bea ten  her son w ithou t cause. Janam ejaya then  search ed  fo r  a p r ie s t  
(purohitam ) who could appease th e  e v i l  he had done (.me papakptyaip gam ayediti), even 
though th e  e v i l  had been p e rp e tra te d  by h is  b ro th e rs . E v en tu ally  th e  king came to  
th e  agrrama o f  th e  g re a t  p $ i  $ruta< jravas and chose th e  p p f s  son Soma^ravas to  be 
h is  p r ie s t .  To th i s  th e  p$ i ag reed  and commended h is  son as  one com petent to  
appease a l l  e v il  deeds, excep t deeds a g a in s t  th e  G reat God (m ahadeva).2 In th e se  
cases, s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t e s  seem to  be no more than  a m echanical panacea fo r  th e  fa c t  
o f sin .
Another Vedic panacea fo r  s in  th a t  con tinued  a v ig o ro u s  l i f e  in  th e  Epic i s  th a t  
o f atonem ent o r re p a ra tio n  fo r  w rong-doing th rough  s e l f - s u f f e r in g  o r m o rtif ic a tio n . 
However, e x p ia tio n  con tinued  to  be no easy  way ou t, fo r  i f  any th ing  many o f th e  
vows and a u s t e r i t i e s  la id  down m ust have been g r e a te r  punishm ent than  any p o ss ib le  
karmic consequences. For in s ta n c e , Vyasa ex p la in s  to  Y udhi^^hira th e  e x p ia tio n  fo r 
what to  a brahmin was th e  g ra v e s t o f a l l  s in s  -  th e  m urder o f a brahmin. A man, he 
in d ic a te s , may be f re e d  o f brahm in m urder a f t e r  a f u l l  12 y e a rs  i f  he e a ts  only once 
a day, w anders around begging, perfo rm s a l l  a c ts  h im se lf, c a r r ie s  a s k u ll  in  h is  hand 
and a s t a f f  w ith  a s k u ll  a t  th e  top, becomes a brahmin, never com plains, s le e p s  on 
th e  ground and announces h is  s in f u l  deed to  th e  world. A lte rn a tiv e ly , he may be 
fre e d  a f t e r  s ix  y e a rs  i f  he e a ts  only once a month; o r a f t e r  a very  s h o r t  tim e i f  he
cease s  e a tin g  a lto g e th e r , Or again , i f  he i s  s la in  in  b a t t l e  fo r  th e  sake o f a
brahmin he i s  fre e d  o f h is  s in .3
For th e  g e n e ra l accum ulated  s in s  o f l i f e  one m ight be fre e d  by f a l l in g  from th e
1) Y ajnai^ca v iv id h a is ta ta  kptaip papamariipdama/
Avadhuya m aharS ja gacchema svargam uttam am // A raoyakaparvan 49.16. Also 
Q antiparvan , 184,2.
2) Adiparvan, 3 .1 -15 . 3) Q antiparvan, 36 ,2 -7 ; a lso  159,49,
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p rec ip ic e  o f  Mount Meru, by e n te r in g  a b laz in g  f i r e ,  o r by s e t t in g  out on th e  g re a t  
d e p a r tu re  <mahaprasthanamati$thari>  a f t e r  renouncing th e  w orld .1 Or one could be 
p u r if ie d  by g iv in g  up l i f e  fo r  th e  sake o f a brahm in.11 A doer o f e v il  <du$krtah) 
could a lso  be p u r if ie d  o f s in s  i f  s la in  by weapons in  b a t t l e  (gastrah a ta  rape).3 
Less tra u m a tic a lly , one who a b s ta in e d  from a s in g le  m eal pe r day th roughou t the  
month o f  m arg a ffr^ a , and who fed some brahm ins w ith devo tion  was fre e d  o f a l l  
d ise a se s  and s in s  (m ucyedvyadhikilbi$aiti>.*  And one who consumed w ith r e s t r a i n t  food 
ob tained  from tw ice -b o rn , who were conversan t w ith  th e  r i t e s ,  d es tro y ed  h is  s in s  
(papma n a g ya ti>.* And when Vasudeva asked th e  Goddess E arth  how a househo lder 
<grh i)  d isp e lle d  e v i l  deeds (.kenasvitkarmaria papaip vyapohati> th e  Goddess re p lie d  
th a t  h o n o u rin g -a n d -se rv in g  brahm ins was th e  h ig h es t form o f p u r if ic a t io n .6 E lsew here 
i t  i s  exp la ined  th a t  obedience to  one 's  gu ru  d es tro y ed  a l l  s in s  (.kalmagaip 
gurugugru$a bant i) .7
For le s s  he inous s in s  th e  e x p ia tio n s  o rdained  were o f a more modest n a tu re . One 
who had been d iso b ed ien t o r l ie d  to  h is  g u ru  was f re e d  o f t h i s  s in  by perfo rm ing  an 
a c tio n  p lea s in g  to  h is  teacher.®  Having s to le n  th e  p ro p e r ty  o f ano ther, one should 
r e tu rn  w ealth  o f th e  same value  ita sm ai dadyatsamaip vasu).® Or, having k ille d  a b ird  
o r an anim al o r cu t down a liv in g  t re e , a person  was freed  o f h is  e v il  by fa s t in g  
fo r  th re e  n ig h ts  and announcing h is  s in  p u b lic ly .10
The alm ost u n n a tu ra l s e v e r i ty  o f some of th e  e x p ia tio n s  does a t  le a s t  in d ic a te  
som ething abou t th e  concerns and p r io r i t i e s  o f th e  o rthodox brahmin re d a c to rs . 
G enerally  crim es invo lv ing  sex and o th e r  bodily  indu lgences, and crim es a g a in s t  
brahm ins, e n ta i l  th e  most d ire  e x p ia tio n s . Thus one who has broken a vow o f c h a s t i ty  
should  u n d ertak e  th e  vow fo r  brahrain-m urder, and wear th e  sk in  o f an a s s  fo r  s ix  
months; then  he i s  f re e d  o f h is  s in .11 The ex p ia tio n  o rdained  fo r  i l l i c i t
1) Ib id .. 36.14. 2> Ibid .. 159.48.
3) Ib id .. 79,30. 4) A nu^asanaparvan, 109.17,
5) Q antiparvan, 210.18. 6) Ib id .. 34 .20-21.
7) Ib id .. 68.18, 8) Q antiparvan, 36.20.
9) Ib id .. 36,23. 10) Ib id .. 36.30.
ll>IbidL, 36.21.
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in te rc o u rs e  c o n s is te d  in  w andering fo r  s ix  months in  wet c lo th e s  and s leep in g  on 
a s h e s ,1 But th a t  wicked (duratm a) and ev il-m inded  (papacetanaft) one who v io la te d  h is  
guru's  bed was p u r if ie d  by h is  death , brought about by em bracing a burn ing  hot 
surmi (surmTip jva lan tim ag li$ya ), which was a hollow m eta l s ta tu e  of th e  fem ale 
form .15 Or, having em ascu la ted  h im se lf, he should  tak e  h is  p en is  and t e s t i c l e s  in  h is  
own hands (g ign avrpapavadayafija lin a  svayam) and proceed tow ards th e  so u th -w e s t 
u n t i l  he f e l l  down (n ip a te ts a ) -  and presum ably f e l l  down dead.3 A d rin k e r o f 
s p ir i tu o u s  l iq u o r  was f re e d  o f t h a t  e v i l  and p u r if ie d  by h is  d ea th  b rought about by 
d rink ing  hot s p ir i tu o u s  liq u o r  (varujrifmug-jria^ p f tv a )  which b u rn t up h is  body (kaye  
nirdagdhe),A One g u i l ty  o f th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f a fo e tu s  (bhrupaba) was p u r if ie d  i f  
s tru c k  down by weapons (g a stra p a tita fr)  in  th e  middle o f b a t t le ;  o r by s a c r i f ic in g  
h im se lf  on a flam ing f i r e  ( atmanaip jubuyadvahnau samiddhe),® Bhlsma concluded th a t ,  
s h o r t  o f death , th e re  was no e x p ia tio n  fo r  th e  d rink ing  o f s p ir i tu o u s  liq u o r, th e  
k i ll in g  o f a brahmin, th e  v io la tio n  o f a p re c e p to r 's  bed, th e  s te a l in g  o f gold, and 
th ie v in g  from a brahm in.e
However, e x p ia tio n s  were a t  le a s t  an e a s ie r  m a tte r  fo r  women and brahm ins. The 
s in s  o f women w ere c leansed  by th e i r  m en stru a l co u rse  <ra ja sa  ta  vlgudhyante),7 A 
brahmin could be c leansed  o f a l l  s in  by r e c i t in g  th e  g a y a tr l  hymn, r e s t r i c t i n g  h is  
d ie t , c a s tin g  o f f  envy, anger and h a te , being in d if fe r e n t  to  p ra is e  and blame, 
observ ing  th e  vow of s ile n c e , l iv in g  and s le e p in g  under th e  sky, and perfo rm ing  h is  
sacred  a b lu tio n s  w ith  h is  c lo th e s  on.e
These e x p ia tio n s , however, a re  o rdained  as a 'c u re ' a f t e r  th e  even t. Now, in  the  
Epics th e  idea  th a t  s e l f -m o r t i f i c a t io n s  should be v o lu n ta r i ly  perform ed a s  a s e l f ­
1) Ib id .. 36.31. 2> Ibid.. 159,46.
3) Ib id .. 159.47; cf.36.17. 4) Ib id .. 159.45.
5) Ib id .. 159.44,
6) Ib id .. 159,32-36. Though e lsew h ere  i t  i s  sa id  th a t  e x p ia tio n  <,ni?krtir') was la id
down fo r  one who slew  a brahm in, drank s p ir i tu o u s  liq u o r , who s to le , and who
broke a vow (bhagnavrate); bu t th e r e  was no e x p ia tio n  fo r  an u n g ra te fu l  person 
(Jcptagbne), Ib id .. 166.24; c f. 155.6, and 263.11.
7) Ib id .. 36.27. 8) Ib id .. 36.33-34.
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imposed h a rd sh ip  to  g e n e ra te  tapas  or 'h e a t ' i s  even more im portan t than in  the  
Vedas. By th e  tim e o f th e  Epics, tapas  i s  one o f th e  more im portan t concep ts in  the  
evolv ing  Hindu t r a d i t io n .  As we s h a l l  see , i t s  c re a tiv e  and d e s tru c t iv e  dim ensions 
a re  much developed in  th e  Mahabharata; and one a sp ec t o f t h i s  i s  i t s  perce ived   ^
a b i l i ty  to  d e s tro y  s in . T his i s  e s p e c ia lly  th e  case  fo r  th o se  p r a c t i t io n e r s  o f tapas, 
th e  g re a t  r? is . Thus B hag ira tha , who p ro p it ia te d  Qiva to  b rin g  down th e  Gahga r iv e r  
to  e a r th , i s  d esc rib ed  a s  having  h is  s in s  bu rn t o f f  th rough  tapas (tapasa  
dagdhakilbi$ab.'i E xactly  th e  same wording is  used w ith  r e fe re n c e  to  th e  g re a t  ro y a l 
p$i Ar^ti^ena.^
Even th e  most im pure o f s in s  can be cured th rough  tapas. In one s to ry  i t  is  
r e la te d  th a t  a t  th e  end o f th e  Tret a Yuga a t e r r ib l e  d rough t took p lace  ex tend ing  
fo r tw elve y ea rs . A ll s o c ia l  o rd e r  broke down and th e  d ea th  and s ta rv a t io n  was 
g re a t . In t h i s  s i tu a t io n  of extrem e d i s t r e s s  wandered th e  m ighty r p l  V i^vam itra, 
s tr ic k e n  w ith  hunger. One n ig h t V i^vam itra  came to  th e  hu t o f a captfala, and th e re  
he saw th e  r e a r  end o f a dog (gvajaghanfm) sp read  out on th e  f lo o r . In te n t  on 
sav ing  h is  l i f e ,  V i^vam itra  now decided  to  s t e a l  from th e  most degraded  o f people 
th e  im purest p a r t  o f th e  most impure of anim als. However, caugh t in  th e  ac t, th e  
capgiaJa p o in ted  o u t th e  t e r r ib l e  n a tu re  o f th e  s in  involved. V iijvam itra responded 
th a t  l i f e  was b e t t e r  than  d ea th  <Jivlta ip  marapacchreyo), and th a t  by l iv in g  he could 
d isp e l th e s e  d isa g re e a b le  e v ils  by a u s te r i t i e s  and knowledge (prapotsyam yagubhanl ca 
tapobb irv idyaya  ca iva> and go on to  a t t a in  v i r tu e  <dharmam).3 And i t  was as 
Vi<jvamltra sa id . He su b seq u en tly  bu rn t o f f  a l l  h is  s in s  by means o f tapas (tapasa  
dagdhakilbl ?ah~).A
This cu re  fo r  s in  was a ls o  open to  le s s e r  m orta ls . In  th e  s to ry  o f th e  pigeon 
and th e  h u n te r  to  be found in  th e  Qantiparvan, th e  male p igeon (w ith h is  w ife 's  
u rg in g ) f u l f i l l s  th e  du ty  o f h o s p i ta l i ty  tow ards a l l  g u e s ts  to  i t s  u ltim a te  extrem e;
1) Arapyakaparvan, 107.4.
3) (Jan tiparvan , 139.61-63.
2) Ib id .. 156.1. 
4) Ib id .. 139.91.
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he Immolates h im se lf  to  p rov ide  a warm meal fo r  th e  hungry, cold and exhausted  
h u n ter, even though th e  l a t t e r  had caught and caged th e  p ig eo n 's  w ife. Through th is  
deed, th e  h u n te r  r e a l is e d  h is  w ickedness. Now, see in g  th a t  th e  two p igeons had gone 
to  heaven, th e  h u n te r  too  became in te n t  on going to  th a t  high end th rough  
a u s t e r i t i e s  Ctapasa  gaccheyaip paramarp gatim ). In tim e, th e  h u n te r  saw a v a s t 
sp read ing  f o re s t  f ir e .  Determ ined to  renounce h is  body, th e  h u n te r  ran  in to  th e  f ire ;  
and b u rn t by th a t  f i r e  <agnina dagdbo>, h is  s in s  were d es tro y e d  (na?iakilbi$al.i).1 
E lsew here, though, i t  i s  sa id  th a t  only s in s  ipapaij.i) th a t  a re  com m itted in  ignorance 
(ajnanad) may be d isp e lle d  th rough  ta p a s  ( tapasa ivabh in lrpu det).2
The r a th e r  awkward <for th e  orthodox) fa c t  of D raupadi having  f iv e  husbands i s  
a lso  exp la ined  by th e  u se  o f tapas  to  overcome karm ic consequences. Once, th e  
Adiparvan r e la te s ,  th e re  was a young and incom parably b e a u ti fu l  g i r l ,  th e  d au g h te r 
of a g re a t- s o u le d  who was p o ssessed  o f a l l  v i r tu e s .  But because o f p rev io u s 
a c ts  which she had done <karmabhifr svakrta ift) she became i l l - f a t e d  (.durbhaga) and 
could no t find  a husband. T herefo re , she began awesome a u s t e r i t i e s  or tapas  fo r  th e  
sake o f o b ta in in g  a husband <tapastaptum  atharebhe patyartham ); and e v e n tu a lly  
s a t i s f i e d  Ctopayamasa') Qiva h im se lf. Qiva o ffe re d  h e r  th e  boon o f choosing a husband 
and f iv e  tim es she sa id  she  wanted a husband w ith  a l l  th e  v i r tu e s .  Qiva took her a t  
h er word and bestow ed on th e  p ro te s t in g  g i r l  f iv e  husbands in  h e r nex t b ir th , The 
maid was reb o rn  a s  D raupadi, th e  w ife  o f th e  Papdavas.3 In t h i s  case , th e  maids 
p rev ious bad karma i s  overcome by h e r  p ra c t is e  o f tapas , which in  tu rn  e l i c i t s  the  
a p p ro p ria te  boon from th e  god.
Another more s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  and c e r ta in ly  le s s  e x a c tin g  s o lu tio n  o f fe re d  by th e  
Mahabharata fo r  th e  consequences o f s in  was sim ple rep en tan ce . For in s ta n c e , th e  
v ir tu o u s  and w ise h u n te r , a f t e r  h is  long d isc o u rse  on karma, a d v ise s  th e  no t so wise 
brahmin: 'He who f e e ls  rem orse because o f an un law fu l a c t, i s  f re e d  from e v il; <and>'
1) Ib id .. 145.1-12. Also 174.17-18.
2) Ib id .. 280.6. 3) Adiparvan, 157.6-14.
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he i s  f re e d  from re p e a tin g  i t  by say ing: "This I w ill  n o t do ag a in " .n However, 
rep en tan ce  shou ld  a ls o  be accompanied by a t ru e  change in  behaviour. He should 
th e r e a f t e r  seek  to  do what is  r ig h t  fo r  i t  i s  only th e  man who ab ides  by v ir tu e  who 
is  freed  from a l l  e v i l .2
Elsew here i t  i s  s ta te d  th a t  th e  consequences o f e v i l  can be overcome by tak ing  
up th e  p ra c t ic e  o f one 's  o rdained  duty  o r dharma, and by refo rm ing  one 's  ways. 
Y udh i^ th ira , agg rieved  a t  th e  t e r r i b l e  a c ts  they  were hav ing  to  commit in  th e  
b a t t le ,  consoled  h im se lf w ith  th e  though t: '0 Dhanaipjaya, th e  e v il  one has done can 
be s tru c k  down by v ir tu e . And, acco rd ing  to  sacred  s c r ip tu re , he who has adopted 
ren u n c ia tio n  i s  no t ab le  to  do th e  e v i l  a g a in .'3 S im ila rly , a f t e r  B phaspa ti's  long 
ex p o s itio n  o f th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma, Y udh i? th ira  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  ask s  how one who had 
comm itted s in f u l  a c ts  <k r tv a  karmapi papani)  could s t i l l  go to  an au sp ic io u s  end 
<y a n ti  gubhaip gatim ). B phaspati r e p l ie s  th a t  one who had com m itted un law fu l a c ts  
th rough  fo lly  (mohadadharmaip ... k r tv a ) t bu t then f e e ls  rem orse o r re p e n ts  (puna!) 
samanut-apyate) and s e t s  h is  mind to  m ed ita tion  (manafrsamadhisaipyukto) h as  not to  
experience  h is  w rongdoings (.na sa  se v e ta  du$kptam). The more a man fu lly  co n fe sse s  
h is  un law fu l a c t (samyagadharmamanubhagaie) th e  more he i s  fre e d  from h is  s in .*
Also th e  g re a t  In d ro ta  e x p la in s  to  King Janam ejaya, who was g u i l ty  of 
u n in te n tio n a l brahm anicide, th a t  one could be freed  o f th e  e v i l  o f an un law fu l ac t 
by re p e n tin g  o r f e e lin g  rem orse (tapyamanafo). I f  com m itted tw ice, one could be freed  
by vowing not to  re p e a t th e  a c t (naita tkaryaip  punaritf)', and i f  comm itted th r ic e  one 
could be f re e d  by a c tin g  v ir tu o u s ly  th e r e a f te r  (.caripye dharmameveti).& T h is was 
e sp e c ia lly  th e  case  where th e  s in  was u n in te n tio n a l. Thus In d ro ta  r e l a t e s  to  
Janam ejaya th a t  in  days o f old th e  gods and asuras  approached B phaspati and asked
1) Vikarmapa tapyamanat) p ap ad v ip arim u cy a te /
N aita tkuryaip  p u n a r i t i  d v i t iy a tp a r im u c y a te / /  A ranyakaparvan, 198,48. 
2> Evarp k a ly a h a m a ti^ h a n sa rv a p a p a ilj  p ram u cy ate // ib id .. 198.53,
3) Dhanaipjaya kptaip papaip ka lyapenopahanyate /
Tyagavangca punalj paparp nalaip k a r tu m iti  q r u t ih / /  <Jantiparvan, 7.34.
4) A nuqasanaparvan, 113.1-4. 5> Q §ntiparvan, 148.22.
78
how a v ir tu o u s  p erson  could d isp e l  h is  s in s  <kathaip papaip nudate puoyag-Tlafr), 
B phaspati exp la ined  th a t  'Having u n in te n tio n a lly  com m itted e v i l  p rev io u s ly , he who 
in te n tio n a lly  perfo rm s v ir tu o u s  (ac ts ), th a t  v ir tu o u s  (person) d is p e l ls  th a t  e v il, ... 
As th e  sun, r i s in g  again , rem oves a l l  darkness, so by a c tin g  v ir tu o u s ly  does one 
remove a l l  e v i l . '1 As w ell, one who c u lt iv a te d  th e  v i r tu e s  p e r ta in in g  to  mok$a -  
renouncing  d e s ire , anger, greed, fe a r , and pu rsu ing  m ed ita tio n , s tudy , g iv ing , t ru th , 
re c t i tu d e ,  fo reb earan ce , p u r ity , and r e s t r a i n t  -  go t r id  o f h is  s in s  (papmanam-  
apahanti), amongst o th e r  th in g s .2 The v ir tu o u s  asura  B ali a ls o  e x p la in s  to  Xndra th a t  
by 'a t ta in in g  u n d e rs ta n d in g ' (buddh 11 abhe) a person  d is p e l ls  a l l  h is  s in s  (sarvaip 
nudati kllbi^aip),™
There a re  th re e  fu r th e r  m ethods fo r  th e  d isp e llin g  o f e v i l  consequences to  
which th e  M ahabharata g iv es  much a tte n t io n , though they  p lay  l i t t l e  or no r e a l  p a r t  
in th e  Vedlc approach to  sin ; l is te n in g  to  m erito rio u s  tea ch in g s , g i f t s ,  and 
p ilg rim age to  sacred  p laces , These must now be examined.
The Mahabharata re p e a te d ly  r e i t e r a t e s  th a t  by l is te n in g  to  m erito rio u s
tea ch in g s , th e  in d iv id u a l might a c q u ire  a wide v a r ie ty  o f rew ards, one of which was
freedom from e v ils  committed, Of th e s e  m e rito r io u s  tea c h in g s , a p p ro p r ia te ly  enough
none was more e f f e c t iv e  than  th e  Mahabharata i t s e l f .  In th e  opening ch a p te r  o f th e
te x t ,  U gra^ravas p roudly  p roclaim s:
Here (in  th e  Mahabharata') K r?oadvaipayana has im parted  a sa c re d  upani$ad, 
They who le a rn  even a q u a r te r  v e rse  o f th is  sa c re d  s tu d y  o f th e  B ha ra ta s  and 
have f a i th ,  w il l  be p u r if ie d  o f a l l  s in s  com pletely. ... A w ise man, who has 
th is  veda o f Kp?ha proclaim ed, a t t a in s  p r o f i t .  W ithout a doubt, he w ill  be r id  
of even th e  e v i l  a c t o f th e  k i l l in g  o f an embryo.*
1) K rtva papaip purvamabuddhipurvaip
puoyan i yah k u ru te  buddhipurvam /
Sa ta tpapaip  nud a te  puoyatjilo  <30)
Y athad ityah  punarudyanstam ah sarvaip v y a p o h a ti/
Kalyaoamacarannevaip sarvaip papaip v y a p o h a ti//  <33) ib id ,. 148.30 & 33; cf. 
(Jan tiparvan , 124,19-23, 132.11-15, and A nu^asanaparvan, 74.36.
2) Q antiparvan , 266 .14-16 . 3)Ibld .. 217.11.
4) A tropani?adaip puipyaip k f^hadvaipayano a b r a v l t /
B haratadhyayanatpuipyadapi padam adh lyatah /
(Jraddadhanasya pOyante sa rv a p 5 p a n y a $ e§ a tah // (191)
Kar?<iaip vedamimaip v id v a n ^ ra v a y itv a r th a m a ^ u te /
B hruoahatyakftaip c a p i papaip jahyanna saip^ayah// (205) Adiparvan, 1.191, 205.
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Even ju s t  l i s te n in g  to  a p a r t  o f th e  Mahabharata i s  s u f f ic ie n t  to  achieve th e  same 
end. At th e  conclusion  o f th e  Book o f O rig ins in  th e  Adiparvan, Vai^aijipayana 
announces: 'A man, having heard  th i s  in  i t s  e n ti r e ty ,  i s  p u r if ie d  from ev il; and he 
a t t a in s  to  om niscience, and g a in s  th e  fo rem ost way ( a f t e r  d e a th ) . '1
At f i r s t ,  l i s te n in g  to  m e rito r io u s  tea c h in g s  might seem an a l l  too  easy  way of
escap ing  th e  consequences o f  sin ; bu t th e  seem ing r a t io n a le  i s  th a t  th e  teach in g s
a re  m e rito r io u s , and should  lead  to  a corresponding  change in  behaviour p a tte rn s .
T his th e  Mahabharata i t s e l f  makes apparen t:
He who knows ( th e  Mahabharata> and cau ses  (o th e rs )  to  l i s t e n  to  i t ,  and those  
fo lk  who l i s t e n  to  i t ,  having gone to  th e  realm  of Brahma, th ey  a t t a in  
e q u a li ty  w ith  th e  gods. For i t  i s  eq u a l to  th e  Vedas, and m oreover th e  
suprem e means o f p u r if ic a tio n . And th i s  an c ien t legend, which i s  p ra ise d  by 
th e  i s  th e  most e x c e lle n t o f th o se  w orth h ea rin g . In i t  P ro f i t ,  and Law
(dharma> a re  ta u g h t in  th e i r  e n t i r e ty .  And in  th i s  very  holy  s to ry , ( th e re  i s  
found) th e  most p e r fe c t  b e lie f .  ... Even a very  d re a d fu l man, having heard  th is  
s to ry , w i l l  undoubtedly  escape  even th e  e v il  a c t o f  k i l l in g  an embryo,2
The MahabhSrata a lso  g iv es  co n sid e rab le  a t te n t io n  to  th e  many and v a ried  
rew ards to  be a t ta in e d  by th e  g iv in g  o f g i f t s ,  w ith  one of th e  p r in c ip a l  rew ards 
being th e  c le a n s in g  o f s in , The most e x te n s iv e  teach in g  on th e  rew ards o f making 
g i f t s  i s  to  be found in  th e  Anugasanaparvan. Again, th e  s t i l l  g r ie v in g  Y udh i? th ira  i s  
th e  l is te n e r ,  and Bhl§ma th e  te a c h e r  who prov ides a d isc o u rse  o f alm ost wearisom e 
leng th . Bhl$ma co n s id e rs  th e  v i r tu e s  o f such im portan t g i f t s  a s  cows, gold, land, 
food, and even sesam e se ed s  ( t i l a ), a l l  o f which a re  v a rio u s ly  considered  to  be th e  
h ig h e s t o r fo rem ost g i f t  p o s s ib le .3 As w ell, th e  rew ards o f o th e r  g i f t s  a re  
considered , such as: p la n tin g  t r e e s  and gardens and th e  d igg ing  o f w ater
1) Yam ? ru tv a  puru?ab  samyakputo b h av a ti papmanal?/
Sarvajnatarp  ca la b h a te  gatim agryaip  ca v in d a t i / /  ib id ,. 60.69; a lso  ib id .,90.96, 
A nu^asanaparvan, 2.94, 17.16, A^ram avasikaparvan, 43.15.
2) Ya idam sravayedvidvanyaqcedarp fpouyannarab /
Te brahmapab sthanam etya  p rap n u y u rd e v a tu ly a ta m //
Idam h i vedaib  sam itam  p av itram ap i cottam am /
Qravyaijamuttamam cedam p u rap am rsisa ip s tu tam //
Asminnarthacjca dharmafjca n ik h ilen o p a d i^ y a te /
I t ih a s e  mahapupye buddhisca p a r in a i? th ik i / /
BhrGpahatyakrtaip c a p i papaip jahyadasam ^ayam /
Itihasam im aip $ ru tv a  puru?o  a p i su d a ru p a b //  Adiparvan, 56 ,14-16  & 18.
3) See, re s p e c tiv e ly , A nugasanaparvan, 60.2, 73.9, 61.1, 63.6, 65.10,
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tanks fo r  p u b lic  b e n e f i t ;1 th e  g iv in g  o f d a u g h te rs ;7* th e  g iv in g  of flow ers, f r u i t s  
and t r e e s ;3 g i f t s  o f p e rso n a l adornm ents such a s  g a rlan d s , perfum es, and o in tm en ts;4 
and g i f t s  o f  c la r i f ie d  bu tter,®  and umbrellas.®  The p o ss ib le  rew ards sp e c if ie d  a re  of 
th e  most v a rie d  s o r t  and range a l l  th e  way from th e  seem ingly  t r i v i a l 7 to  th e  
h ig h e s t o f  w orld ly  a tta in m e n ts  -  th e  enjoyment o f heaven, th e  avoidance o f h e l l ,0 
and re sc u e  from th e  consequences o f  one’s  own m isdeeds,
G if ts  o f  cows a re  an e s p e c ia lly  e f f ic a c io u s  method fo r  d is p e l l in g  the  
consequences o f  accum ulated  sins.®  Such g i f t s  a re  never too  la te .  According to  
Bhl?ma, a man, f e t te r e d  by h is  own deeds <svakarm abhir ... saijinlbaddhaip), who is  
f a l l in g  in to  th e  h o r r ib le  darkness  o f h e l l  (.tlvrandhakare narake patantam') i s  
rescu ed  in  th e  h e re a f te r  by a g i f t  o f cows Cdanaip gavarp ta ra y a te  p a ra tra ) .10 G if ts  
o f cows a re  h igh ly  commended, i t  would seem, because o f th e  I n t r in s ic  p u r ify in g  
e f f e c ts  o f th e  cow and a l l  i t s  p ro d u cts . Presum ably th e  g iv e r  i s  p u r if ie d  by th e  
g i f t ,  and th e  re c ip ie n t  may a t t a in  p u r if ic a t io n  th rough  th e  cow. For in s ta n c e , th e  
te x t  e x p la in s  th a t  'He (who) e a ts  po rrid g e , fo r  a month, (made) w ith  b a rley  e x tra c te d  
from cow (dung) i s  p u r if ie d  o f a l l  s in , equa l even to  b rah m an ic id e .'11 I t  i s  even 
r e la te d  th a t  th e  gods p ra c t is e d  th i s  p u r if ic a tio n  (gaucamidaip kptam) a f t e r  t h e i r  
d e fe a t by th e  demons, and th e re b y  reg a in ed  th e i r  p o s itio n  a s  gods (devatvam api ca 
p ra p t afth 1*
S im ila rly , g i f t s  o f gold a re  p u r ify in g  (p a v itr a p i ) and re sc u e  even th e  wicked 
( t  arayantyapi du^kptam').'*3 Even more, th e  s e e r  V a s i^ h a  r e l a t e s  th a t  g i f t s  o f gold 
a t  midday d e s tro y  f u tu re  s in s  (.hanti papamanagatam),14 And land, when given
1) Ib id ..64 .4 -5 . 99.1. 2> Ib id .. 57.25 & 32. 3) Ib id .. 57.36.
4) Ib id .. 57.36. 5) Ib id .. 64.9. 6) Ib id .. 64 .17-18 .
7) For In stan ce , he who g iv e s  an um brella  in  th e  ra in y  season  h as  never to  s u f fe r  
from h e a r t-b u rn  (manodahaft). Ib id .. 64.18.
8) e.g. Ib id .. 57 ,27-31 .
9) (JSntiparvan, 36 .6 -12 , Anu^Ssanaparvan, 70,49-50, 76.4.
10) A nu$asanaparvan,57.31.
13) N irh rta ig c a  yavairgobhirm §sai!i p rasp tay av ak a i)/
Brahmahatyasamam papani sarvam etena  g u d h y a ti//  A nu^asanaparvan, 80.37.
12) Ib id .. 80.38. 13) Ib id .. 58 ,5 -6 ; a ls o  61.52, 73.9. 14) Ib id .. 83.61.
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away, p u r i f ie s  th e  g iv e r  (.punati d a t ta  pp th ivT  dataram ); and even a man g u ilty  of 
brahm ai^icide and fa lsehood  (anptam) i s  p u r if ie d  <sa iva  papaip p a v a y a ti) and fre e d  o f 
h is  e v i l  <sa iva  papatpram ocayet> by a g i f t  o f e a r th .1 L ikew ise, one who g iv es  g i f t s  
o f food i s  p u r if ie d  of every  e v i l  a c t .ffi One who has done even a wicked ac t (.kptvapi 
papakain karma) i s  no t bound by th a t  e v i l  <na sa  papena yu jya te )  i f  he g iv es  food to  
a su p p lia n t, e sp e c ia lly  a brahm in.3
The g iv e r  o f  w ater, too, o b ta in s  a l l  h is  d e s ire s , e v e r la s t in g  fame, and i s  freed  
o f h is  sins."4 And a w ell <kupafr), from which w ater alw ays comes fo rth , i s  sa id  to  
tak e  o f f  h a lf  th e  e v i l  <ardharp papasya h a ra ti) of th e  man who excavated  i t . 5 G if ts  
o f sesam e seed s  confer p ro sp e r ity , p e rso n a l beauty , and d e s tro y  s in s ,
And a f t e r  ex p la in in g  th e  in t r ic a c ie s  o f karma to  Y u d h i? th ira , B phaspati adds 
th a t  by making g i f t s  a wrongdoer may become endowed w ith  v i r tu e  <dharmena yujyate)', 
and o f a l l  g i f t s ,  th e  g i f t  of food was th e  b e s t ( f r e f tham).^ In p a r t ic u la r ,  k ? a tr iya s , 
vaifyas, and gudras who made g i f t s  o f food and land to  brahm ins would be fre e d  o f 
a l l  s in s .7
At f i r s t  s ig h t  th e  g iv in g  o f g i f t s  to  overcome s in  (or to  a t t a in  o th e r  rew ards) 
must seem th e  e a s ie s t  r e l ig io u s  s h o r t - c u t  o f  a ll ;  and fo r  th e  most p a rt  th e  
em phasis in  th e  te x t  i s  unden iab ly  on th e  g i f t  and th e  rew ard. O ccasionally , though, 
th e  te x t  does a t  le a s t  su g g e s t th a t  i t  is  no t th e  g i f t  bu t th e  a t t i t u d e  o f th e  
g iv e r  and th e  c ircu m stan ces  o f th e  g iv ing  th a t  r e a l ly  m a tte r . For in s ta n c e , Bhl$ma 
e x p la in s  to  Y u d h i? th ira  th a t  th e  g i f t  i s  no t as  im portan t as  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  of the  
g iver: 'The g iv e r  grows angry b u t no t th e  s e lf - c o n t ro l le d  man; th e re fo re , s e l f -  
c o n tro l i s  s u p e r io r  to  a g i f t .  He who -  w ithou t anger -  g iv es , he ( a t ta in s )  e te rn a l
1) Ib id .. 61 .9-10; a lso  61.16, 34.57 & 66.
2) Ib id .. 65.62, 68 .11-12 . 3) Ib id .. 63.16.
4-) Ib id .. 66.18. 5) Ib id .. 64.4.
6) Ib id .. 113.6-7. 7) Ib id .. 113.14-17.
82
worlds; fo r  anger d e s tro y s  ( th e  m erit o f) th a t  g i f t ;  th e re fo re , s e l f - c o n t ro l  is
su p e rio r  to  a g i f t . ' 1 And when Y u dh i^ th ira  ask s  Vyasa which was th e  more im portan t
fo r  th e  h e re a f te r ,  g iv in g  o r a u s te r i t i e s ,  th e  g re a t  brahm in s e e r  upholds giving:
There i s  no th ing  on e a r th  more d i f f ic u l t  than  g iv ing ; fo r  g r e a t  is  th e  t h i r s t  
fo r  w ealth , and i t  i s  a t ta in e d  w ith  hardsh ip . ... A g i f t ,  though sm all, to  a 
w orthy person, g iven  a t  th e  r ig h t  tim e, 0 Y udhi$ th ira , w ith a mind th a t  is  
pure i s  known to  y ie ld  e n d le ss  f r u i t  in  th e  h e r e a f te r .3
To g ive  up hard  won and much d e s ire d  w ealth  i s  no easy  m a tte r  and m ust in d ic a te
th a t  th e  g iv e r  has a lre ad y  abandoned many of th e  w orld ly  a tta ch m e n ts  and d e s ire s
th a t  a re  a t  th e  ro o t o f human bondage and s u ffe r in g , In o th e r  words, th e  a b i l i ty  to
g ive  i s  a su re  s ig n  o f th e  developm ent of one 's  r e l ig io u s  c h a ra c te r . N ev erth e less , i t
i s  e sp e c ia lly  th e  g iv in g  to  brahm ins th a t  i s  re m o rse le ss ly  commended in  th e
Mahabharata.
However, in  th e  Mahabharata i t  i s  t ir th a y a tr a  or  p ilg rim ag e  to  'fo rd s ' o r 
'c ro s s in g  p la c e s ' th a t  re c e iv e s  most a t te n tio n . As w ith  m e r ito r io u s  te a c h in g s  and 
g i f t s ,  th e  rew ards o f p ilg rim ag e  to  sa c re d  r iv e r s ,  m ountains, s e a -c o a s ts ,  f o r e s ts  and 
c i t i e s  a re  o f th e  m ost v a rie d  s o r t ;  bu t again  a p r in c ip a l  rew ard I s  i t s  a b i l i ty  to  
f re e  th e  s in n e r  from th e  consequences o f h is  fo lly . The concept o f p ilg rim ag e  i s  
im portan t and very w ell-developed  in th e  Mahabharata, and indeed th e  f i r s t  im portan t 
Hindu e x p o s itio n s  on th e  su b je c t a re  to  be found here . Save fo r  an is o la te d  
re fe re n c e  o r tw o,3 p ilg rim age  does not seem to  have been o f any im portance in  th e  
Vedic t r a d i t io n ;  though th e  Vedic v e n e ra tio n  o f r iv e r s  must have made a 
c o n tr ib u tio n ,4- a s  must th e  an c ien t idea  d iscu ssed  above th a t  s in  took th e  form o f an 
e x te rn a l  p o l lu ta n t  th a t  could be washed o ff . For th e  r e a l  o r ig in s  o f In d ia 's  v as t 
sac red  geography we must, as  Diana Eck w rite s , look to  'th e  non-Vedlc
1) D ata  k u p y a ti no d a n ta s ta sm a d d a n a tp a ro  dam ab//
Y astu dadyadakupyanhi ta s y a  lokab  s a n a ta n ib /
Krodho h a n ti  h i  yaddanaip ta sm ad d an a tp a ro  dam ab// ib id .. 74 .14-15.
2) Dananna du$kara tara ip  p rth iv y § m a s ti  kiijicana/
A rthe h i  m ahati tp ?h 5  sa  ca dubkhena la b h y a te / /
P a tre  danaip svalpam api kS le  datta ip  y u d h i^ ^ h ira /
Manasa suvi$uddhena p re tyanan tapha la ip  sm ptam // Arapyakaparvan, 245.27 & 33.
3) See S. Bhardwaj, Hindu P laces o f  P ilg rim age in  Ind ia . pp ,3-4 .
4) Ih idi, p.4.
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t r a d i t io n  o f ind igenous In d ia  which, d e s p ite  i t s  many a re a s  o f o b sc u rity , was most 
c le a r ly  a t r a d i t io n  o f l i f e - f o r c e  d e i t ie s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  p a r t ic u la r  p laces . I t  was a 
lo c a tiv e  t r a d i t io n  in  which g e n ii  lo c i  under a v a r ie ty  o f names -  yak fas, nagas, 
gapas, m a tr ik a s  -  were a s so c ia te d  w ith  g roves and pools, h i llo c k s  and v illa g e s , 
w ield ing  power fo r  good or i l l  w ith in  th e i r  a re a s  o f j u r i s d ic t io n . '1 P ilgrim age to  
such p lac e s  by a l l  c la s s e s  o f so c ie ty  had no doubt been an im portan t phenomenon 
long b e fo re  th e  brahm aijical t r a d i t io n  s ta r te d  to  apply i t s  own in te r p r e ta t iv e  
framework in  th e  Mahabharata,
The n o tio n  o f p ilg rim age  i s  developed in  th re e  m ajor s e c tio n s  in th e  
Mahabharata\ and th e  id ea  re c e iv e s  in c re ase d  a t te n t io n  in  th e  l a t e r  Hindu t r a d i t io n . 
In th e  f i r s t  se c tio n , to  be found in  th e  Arapyakaparvan, th e  god Indra  b id s  th e  
Lomaga to  t e l l  th e  Paodavas th a t  th ey  should  v i s i t  th e  rem ote t i r th a s  w hile they  
w aited  fo r  A rjuna to  r e tu rn  from h is  so jou rn  in heaven.s  B efore they  s e t  o ff , th e  
p $ i P u la sty a  prev iew s th e  s i t e s  to  be v is i te d  and th e  rew ard s to  be ob tained . He 
a ls o  s u g g e s ts  a m ajor reason  fo r  th e  grow th and im portance o f th e  whole idea. 
P u lasty a  ex p la in s  th a t  v i s i t in g  t i r th a s  was a way open to  a l l .  While th e  Vedas might 
exp la in  s a c r i f ic e s ,  and th e  f r u i t  o f  th e se  both  he re  and in  th e  h e re a f te r ,  
n e v e r th e le s s  th e s e  s a c r i f ic e s  w ere beyond th e  poor <na te  gakya daridrepa ). Only 
k ings and th e  a f f lu e n t  (sam rddhais) had th e  w ealth  and th e  means to  perform  
s a c r i f ic e s .  But th e  poor, by v i s i t in g  t ir th a s , could equa l th e  holy rew ards of 
s a c r i f ic e s  ( tu ly o  yajfiaphalalh pupyais)', o r even su rp a s s  th e  rew ards o f s a c r i f ic e s .  
One m ight s a c r i f ic e  w ith  abundant s a c r i f i c i a l  g i f t s  y e t no t a t t a in  th e  ' f r u i t '  o r 
rew ard th a t  v i s i t in g  th e  t i r th a s  would b rin g .3 J u s t  as  im portan t, p ilg rim age
1) D.L. Eck, 'In d ia 's  Tirthas'. "C rossings" in  Sacred G eography1, H is to ry  o f R elig ions, 
vo l.20 (1981), p.334.
2) Aranyakaparvan, 45.33-34 . Arjuna was o f f  m aste rin g  th e  use  o f  m agical weapons 
and th e  a r t  o f  dancing.
3) Ib id .. 80 .34-40 .
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was open to  a l l  varpas, gudras In c lu d ed .1
Of th e  many t i r th a s  d isc u sse d  by P u lasty a , th e  rew ards vary  in  s c a le  q u ite
enorm ously; but th e  d e s c r ip tio n  o f th e  t ir th a  o f Pu$kara, th e  p re-em inen t of a l l  th e
t i r th a s ,^ does g ive a rea so n ab le  idea  o f what was involved and th e  perce ived
rew ards. According to  P u lasty a , a t  t h i s  t ir th a  th e  A dityas, Vasus, Rudras, Sadhyas,
and M aruts were alw ays p re se n t, as w ell as th e  gandharvas and apsaras. And th e re ,
too, alw ays (nityarp) dw elt th e  G rand fa the r (Brahma) who was honoured by gods and
demons a lik e . This fo rd  was famous in  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld  and was th e  t i r th a  o f th e
God of gods (.devadevasya tlr th a ip ). And, P u la sty a  continued:
A w ise (man) who d e s ire s  Pu^kara, even (only) in  though t, i s  p u r if ie d  o f a l l  
e v i l  and i s  honoured a t  th e  v a u lt  o f heaven. ... The (man) who, devoted to  th e  
w orship o f th e  gods and a n c e s to rs , perform s h is  a b lu tio n s  th e re  ( a t ta in s  to )  a 
t e n - fo ld  H o rse -S ac rif ice ; so say th e  wise. ... I f  a w ise man ju s t  l iv e s  on 
po therb s, r o o ts  and f r u i t s ,  and g iv es  th a t  to  a brahmin, f a i th f u l ly  and 
w ithou t com plaining, he ach ieves by th a t  ac t th e  f r u i t  of a H o rse -S ac rif ice .
I f , 0 b e s t  o f k ings, g re a t  sou led  brahm ins, k $ a tr iy a s , va igyas  and gUdras ba the  
a t  th is  t i r th a , they  do not go to  a degraded b ir th . ... (And) one who, w ith 
fo lded  hands, r e c a l l s  Pu?kara in  th e  morning and th e  evening, he b a th es  a t  a l l  
th e  t i r th a s , 0 B hara ta ; and ( th a t)  man a t t a in s  im p erish ab le  w orlds in  th e  
abode o f Brahma. (And) what e v il  ( is  done) by a man o r a woman from b i r th  
onwards i s  a l l  d e s tro y e d  by m erely ba th in g  a t  Pu?kara. ... A pure  and 
r e s t r a in e d  (man), having  dw elt a t  Pu$kara fo r  12 y ea rs , a t t a in s  (the  
eq u iv a len t o f) a l l  th e  s a c r i f ic e s ,  and goes to  th e  world o f Brahma. (And) he 
who c e le b ra te s  th e  agnlhotra  fo r  a f u l l  one hundred y ea rs ,
1) Ibid.. 80.51. The growing i n te r e s t  in t ir th a s , though, could  only se rv e  to  fu r th e r  
underm ine th e  im portance o f th e  Vedic s a c r if ic e , which was based on an 
in te rd ep en d en t r e la t io n s h ip  betw een gods and men o f g iv in g  and rece iv in g .
Orthodox concern abou t t h i s  i s  r e f le c te d  in  a myth concern ing  th e  o r ig in s  of 
K uruk?etra . Form erly th e  g r e a t  ro y a l sage  Kuru had c u lt iv a te d  th i s  p a r t ic u la r  
f ie ld  fo r  many y ea rs . Then In d ra  came down from heaven to  ask  him what he 
sought by th i s  ac tio n . Kuru, i t  would seem, besought th e  boon th a t  th o se  who 
would d ie  on th i s  f ie ld  would go to  th e  world o f th e  r ig h te o u s , f re e  o f th e i r  
s in s . Ind ra  derided  (avahasya) th e  re q u e s t  and re tu rn e d  to  heaven; but Kuru 
ploughed on. T h e re a f te r  Ind ra  re p e a te d ly  came to  th e  sage  and each tim e he 
derided  th e  idea. The o th e r  gods then  adv ised  Ind ra  to  s to p  th e  ro y a l sage  by 
some boon; bu t no t th e  boon re q u e s te d  fo r  ' i f  men, by dying here , go to  heaven, 
w ithou t having perform ed s a c r i f ic e s  to  us, th e re  w ill  no t be a p lace  fo r  u s .’
(Yadi h y a tra  p ra m lta  v a i svargaip g a cch an ti manaval?/ A sm anani§tv a k ra tu b h irb h ag o  
no na b h a v i^ y a t i / /  Qalyaparvan, 52.11.) Ind ra  th e re fo re  o f fe re d  th e  a m odified 
form o f h is  d e s ire d  boon: only th o se  men who abandoned th e i r  bod ies a t  
K u ru k fe tra  th rough  unw earied fa s t in g , o r who were s la in  in  b a t t l e  would go to  
heaven -  a s  opposed to  th o se  who ju s t  d ied  th e re  a s  Kuru had f i r s t  d es ired , This 
Kuru accep ted . Qalyaparvan, 52 .2-16 .
2) A rapyakaparvan, 80,55.
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and he who dw ells  a t  Pu?kara fo r  th e  day o f th e  fu ll-m oon  in  th e  month of 
K S rttik a  a re  indeed  equal. Pu?kara i s  hard  to  go to , a u s t e r i t i e s  a t  Pu?kara 
a re  hard , g i f t s  a t  Pu$kara a re  hard , and to  dw ell (a t Pu^kara) i s  indeed very 
h a rd .1
The g e n e ra l a b i l i ty  o f t i r th a s  to  'c le a n se ' s in n e rs  o f t h e i r  w rong-doings i s  given 
prom inence by P u la sty a  in  th e  rem ainder o f h is  account. By m erely e n te r in g  
<pravi$tam atro>  th e  S tep-of-K um ara t i r th a  a man i s  fre e d  from h is  e v i l  (papebhyo 
vipram ucyate). By b a th in g  a t  th e  t ir th a  o f Dpml and w orsh ipping  Rudra th e re  a man 
d isp e ls  a l l  th e  e v i l s  he has done s in ce  b i r th .* And a l l  men who go to  much p ra ise d  
K uruk?etra  a re  f re e d  from th e i r  e v i l  (papebhyo vipram ucyante>.:3 In fa c t , th e  dust 
a lone which i s  blown by th e  wind a t  K uruk?etra  lea d s  even th e  e v il-d o e r  th e  h ig h es t 
way,4- T ir th a s  even c le a n se  th e  gods o f th e i r  s in f u l  karma. I t  was a t  th e  t ir th a  of 
Dpml th a t  Vi?ou fo rm erly  made h im se lf  pure  (pura gaucaip kptaiji) a f t e r  s la y in g  th e  
enem ies o f th e  gods.s
As w ith m e rito r io u s  tea c h in g s  and g if tg lv in g , a t  f i r s t  g lance  p ilg rim age  might 
seem a com paratively  e a s ie r  o p tio n  fo r  th o se  who were in c lin e d  to  wrong ways.e 
However, P u la sty a  in d ic a te s  th a t  t h i s  i s  no t th e  t r u e  in te n tio n  o f p ilg rim age, At th e  
beginning  o f th e  d isc o u rse  he makes i t  c le a r  th a t  only th e  a u s te re , th e  s e l f -
1) M anasapyabhikam asya p u ? k a ra p i m anasvinah/
Puyante s a rv a p a p a n i nakapp?the  ca p Q jy a te // (45)
T atrabh i?ekaip  yah k u ry a tp itp d e v a rc a n e  r a ta h /
A^vamedham dagagunaip p ra v a d a n ti m an i? iiiah // (48)
Brahmapah k ? a tr iy o  vai^yah (judro va  r a ja s a t ta m a /
Na viyonim v ra ja n ty e te  s n a t a s t l r t h e  m ahatm anah// (51)
Sayaip p ra ta b  sm aredyastu  pu$karai?i k p ta n ja llh /
UpasppstaiP b h a v e tten a  s a rv a t i r th e $ u  b h a ra ta /
P rapnuyacca naro  lokanbrahm anah sadane a k ? a y a n //  (53)
Janm aprabhpti yatpapaip s t r iy o  v a  pu ru ?asy a  v a /
Pu?kare sn a ta m a tra s y a  sarvam eva p rapa< jyati// (54)
U§ya dvadaga var§ai?i pu?kare  n iy a ta h  $ucih /
K ra tu n sa rv an av ap n o ti brahmalokaip ca g a c c h a t i / /  (56)
Y astu vargagataiji puriiam agniho tram upasate /
K artik lm  va  vasedekaip pu§kare  samameva t a t / /  (57)
Du?karam puskaraip gantuip du$karaip pu?kare  ta p a b /
Du$karaip pu?kare  danaip vastuip caiva sudugkaram // (58) ib id .. 80 .45-58 .
2) Ib id .. 80.89. 3> Ib id .. 81,1,
4) Ib id ,, 81.174, 5) Ib id .. 80.91.
6)Although th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f th e  journey must o f te n  have been form idable.
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c o n tro lle d  and th e  w ise could a t t a in  th e  rew ards of p ilg rim age.
He who has  tho rough ly  subdued h is  hands, f e e t , and mind, and he who has 
knowledge, a u s te r i ty  and renown, a t t a in s  to  th e  rew ard o f  th e  t ir th a s , He who 
has tu rn e d  away from rec e iv in g , and i s  con ten ted , r e s t r a in e d  and pure, and 
f re e  o f s e lf is h n e s s ,  a t t a in s  to  th e  rew ards o f th e  t ir th a s . He who is  w ithou t 
d e c e it, w ithou t e n te rp r is e , e a ts  l i t t l e ,  c o n tro ls  h is  se n se s , <and) i s  f r e e  from 
a l l  t a in ts ,  a t t a in s  th e  rew ard  o f th e  t ir th a s . And, 0 Ind ra  amongst kings, he 
who i s  w ith o u t anger, h a b itu a te d  to  t ru th ,  s te a d f a s t  in  h is  vows, and who, 
amongst c re a tu re s  is  h im se lf, he a t t a in s  th e  rew ard o f th e  t i r th a s . 1
P u lasty a  concludes h is  d isc o u rse  on th e  same note: only th o se  who have undergone a
marked change o f c h a ra c te r  w ill  f in d  th e  t i r th a s  c u ra tiv e .
Those who a re  v ir tu o u s , educated  and fa r - s e e in g  have reached  th e se  t i r th a s  
b efo re , because o f th e i r  p e rc e p tio n  o f sacred  knowledge and th e i r  p ie ty  
th rough  th e i r  p u r if ie d  sen ses . 0 Kauravya, no man o f no vows, o r who is  
u n d isc ip lin ed , impure o r a th ie f  b a th es  a t  th e  t i r th a s , nor a man o f crooked 
mind.2
However, d e s p ite  P u la s ty a 's  q u a lif ic a tio n s , p ilg rim age  had th e  p o te n t ia l  fo r  
being made a r e l ig io u s  s h o r t - c u t ;  and no t in fre q u e n tly  th e  t e x t  adop ts  ju s t  th i s  
a t t i tu d e .  I t  has a lread y  been no ted  th a t  i f  a w ise man d e s ir e s  Pu?kara, even only in  
though t, he i s  fre e d  o f a l l  s in s  and honoured in  heaven. And, i f  one w ith  fo lded  
hands r e c a l l s  Pu?kara, morning and evening, i t  i s  th e  same as b a th in g  a t  a l l  th e  
t ir th a s ,  S im ila rly , 'one who c o n s ta n tly  say s  "I s h a ll  go to  K uruk?etra , I s h a l l  dw ell 
in K uruk?etra", he a ls o  i s  f re e d  o f a l l  e v i l ,1:3 And '( I f )  one d e s ire s  K uruk?etra , even 
in  thought, 0 Yudhi§-thira, a l l  h is  e v i ls  d isap p ear and he goes to  th e  world
1) Yasya h a s ta u  ca padau ca m ana^caiva susaipyatam /
Vidya tapaqca  k lr t iq c a  sa  t lr th a p h a la m a q n u te //  
P ra tig ra h a d u p a v p tta b  sa ip tu^ to  n iy a ta b  <;ucib/
A haipkaranivptta^ca sa  t lr th a p h a la m a $ n u te //
Akalkako n iraram bho  lag h v ah a ro  jiten d riy a t} /
Vimuktab sa rv ad o § a iry ab  sa  t lr th a p h a la m a q n u te //
Akrodhana^ca ra je n d ra  s a ty a $ I lo  dpdhav ra tab /
Atmopama^ca b hu te?u  sa  tir th a p h a la m a ^ n u te //  ib id .. 80 .30-33 .
2) B h av ita ib  k a ra o a ib  p u rv a m a s tik y a c c h ru tid a rg a n a t/
P rapyan te  t a n i  t l r t h a n i  sadbhib  ^ i^ a n u d a r i j ib h ib / /
N avrato  n a k p ta tm a  ca na<;ucirna ca ta s k a ra b /
S n S ti t i r th e $ u  kauravya na ca v a k ra m a tirn a ra b // ib id .. 83 .11-12 ,
3) K uruk?etraip gam i$yam i k u ru k ? e tre  vasamyaham/
Apyekaip vacam utsp jya sa rv a p a p a ib  p ram u cy ate // ib id .. 81.176.
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of Brahma.11 And by b a th ing  a t  th e  t ir th a  o f  Mipraka one b a th e s  a t  a l l  th e  fo rd s .2 
F ina lly , th e  c e le s t i a l  Narada t e l l s  Y udhi§ th ira  th a t  he who should  r e c i te  a t  th e  
break  o f day P u la s ty a 's  account o f th e  t i r th a s , i s  f re e d  o f a l l  h is  s in s  dsarvapapalh  
pram ucyate>,3
The o th e r  two d e ta i le d  accoun ts  o f p ilg rim age  occur f i r s t l y  in  the  
Sauptikaparvan  where K r?na 's o ld e r b ro th e r  Balaram a p r e f e r s  a to u r  o f th e  t ir th a s  
to  tak ing  s id e s  in  th e  f i l i a l  s la u g h te r;  and secondly, in  th e  Anugasanaparvan where 
Bhlgma r e l a t e s  to  Y u d h i $ t h i r a  how th e  sage  Gautama had once asked A ngiras about 
th e  m e rits  o f v is i t in g  t ir th a s , Both accoun ts  em phasise th e  m u ltip le  rew ards to  be
a tta in e d  from v is i t in g  th e  t ir th a s ,  and again  by b a th in g  in  many o f them one is
p u r if ie d  o f a l l  s in .4 And th is  in c lu d es  even th e  s in  o f  brahm apicide.®  S pecia l 
c o n s id e ra tio n  i s  g iven  to  th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  p u rify in g  q u a l i t i e s  of th a t  forem ost 
t ir th a  in  s a n c t i ty  <pupyatafr), th e  Ganga o r B h a g lra th l. The su c c e ss  a c re a tu re  can 
a t t a in  th rough  tapas, brahmacarya, s a c r i f ic e ,  and ren u n c ia tio n  ityagena') could a l l  be 
a t ta in e d  by dw elling  a t  and honouring  th e  Ganges (gangaip saipsevya), One, o f course, 
could be p u r if ie d  o f a l l  e v i ls  by dw elling  a t  and b a th in g  in  th e  Ganges; bu t so 
pow erfu l were th e  p u r ify in g  e f f e c ts  o f th e  Ganges th a t  one could be fre e d  o f s in s  
by being m erely sp rin k led  w ith  Ganges w a te r (gahgaja lokfltafr), o r  by ju s t  see in g  th e  
Ganges, o r even ju s t  by being touched  Csppgate) by th e  wind m oistened by th e  waves 
o f th e  Ganga igahgorm ibhir ... digdhat} ... pavano).& One way o r ano ther, of th o se  
f a l l in g  in to  h e l l  (p a ta to  narake) th e  Ganges could re sc u e  <ta r a y e t) even th e  v i le s t
o f men who had r e s o r t  to  h e r <puru$adhaman ... saip^ritan),7.
1) M anasSpyabhlkamasya kuruk$etraip  y u d h i? th ira /
P apan i v ip ra o a p y an ti brahmalokaiii ca g a c c h a t i / /  ib id .. 81.5.
2) Ib id .. 81,77. 3> Ibid.. 83.101.
4) Qalyaparvan, 38.16, 42.26-36, 47.27, 48.21, 48.5, 53.35; Anupasanaparvan,
26.7, 10, 12, 20, 36, 37, 44, 52, 55.
5) A nuqasanaparvan, 26.17 & 40. 6) Ib id .. 27 .26-55.
7) Ib id .. 27.45.
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However, In th e s e  two accoun ts  we no longer find  P u la s ty a 's  q u a li f ic a tio n  th a t  
th e  p ilg rim  shou ld  a lre ad y  be o f reform ed and v ir tu o u s  c h a ra c te r .1 What we do find , 
though, i s  a c o n tin u a l developm ent o f th e  p o te n t ia l  o f p ilg rim ag e  a s  a quick cu re  or 
r e l ig io u s  s h o r t - c u t .  For in s ta n c e , A ngiras ex p la in s  th a t  'For th e  purpose o f ab id ing  
a t a l l  th e  t ir th a s ,  one should, w ith  one 's  mind, go to  th o se  t i r th a s  which a re  
dangerous, hard  to  approach and in a c c e s s ib le . '2 Moreover, A n g iras 's  d isc o u rse  i t s e l f  
was th e  fo rem ost o f p u r ify in g  th in g s  <pavanamaip tathottam aip). By r e c i t in g  i t  every 
day a t  su n r ise , one would be p u r if ie d  and a t t a in  to  heaven <nirmalah  
svargam apnuyat).3 One would a lso  be f re e d  o f a l l  s in s  (m ucyetsarvakilb l$aih>  by 
re c i t in g , o r even ju s t  h ea rin g  re c i te d , th e  p u rify in g  q u a l i t i e s  o f th e  holy Ganga.4
The Mahabharata, then, o f f e r s  a wide a rra y  o f means fo r  th e  a b ro g a tio n  o f th e  
consequences o f an in d iv id u a l 's  w rong-doings, a l l  o f which a re  q u i te  in c o n s is te n t  
w ith any t r u e  adherence to  th e  s t r i c t  karma theo ry . B esides th e  a b ro g a tio n  o f sin , 
th e  Mahabharata a lso  acce p ts  th e  b e lie f  found in  th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  th a t  s in  and 
m erit could be t r a n s fe r r e d  o r shared . Again th i s  b e l ie f  red u ces  th e  s t r i c t  karma 
th eo ry  to  a  lo g ic a l  muddle fo r  no one should  reap  th e  f r u i t  o f  a n o th e r 's  good or bad 
deeds. As Y udh i^ th ira  accep ts , a t  d ea th  when th e  body i s  abandoned, a c re a tu re  tak es  
up h is  own s in s  fo r  th e  doer a lone  ex p erien ces  th e  f r u i t  o f h is  a c tio n s .s  
N ev erth e less , id e a s  o f  th e  t r a n s f e r  o r sh a rin g  o f s in  and m erit appear very  
fre q u e n tly  th ro u g h o u t th e  Mahabharata. Many p a r ts  o f th e  Mahabharata a lm ost look 
upon karma a s  a  su b s tan ce , o r even a f lu id , th a t  can p a ss  o r flow  from one 
in d iv id u a l to  an o th er, no t ju s t  in  th e  h e re  and now bu t a ls o  th rough  tim e.
1) Only e x c e p tio n a lly  i s  th e re  any su g g e s tio n  a t  a l l  th a t  a p r io r  change o f 
c h a ra c te r  m ight be a t le a s t  d e s ira b le . For in stan ce : 'A brahmacarln, anger 
conquered, devoted  to  t ru th ,  and no t harming c re a tu re s , having ba thed  in  th e  Lake 
o f W aters, a t t a in s  th e  f r u i t  o f a  vajapeya  s a c r i f ic e . ' (Apaip hvada upasprgya 
vajapeyaphalaiji la b h e t /  B rahm acarl jitak rodha lj sa tyasa ijid h as tv ah in sak a ti// ib id^  
26.13; a ls o  cf, 26.60.
2) Yanyagarayani t l r t h a n i  d u rg a iji v i$am 5pi ca /
Manasa t a n i  gamySni s a rv a t lr th a s a m a s a ta h / /  ib id .. 26.61.
3) Ib id .. 26.65. 4) Ib id .. 27.105. 5) Q antiparvan , 9.31,
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In th e  M ahabharata, many o f th e  exam ples Involv ing  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  and m erit 
occur w ith in  th e  fam ily  lin eag e , and f a l l  w ith in  th e  fram ework o f id ea s  p e rta in in g  
to  th e  a n c e s to r  w orship  o f th e  grSddha r i t e s .  This can be seen  in  th e  s to ry  o f th e  
g re a t  J a ra tk a ru  who wandered th e  e a r th  p ra c t is in g  th e  s e v e re s t  o f a u s te r i t i e s .  
Then one day he saw a group o f s e e r s  -  in  f a c t , h is  own fo re b e a rs  -  dang ling  head 
down in a cave, su ppo rted  by a s in g le  rem aining th re a d  in  th e  form of a t u f t  of 
g ra ss . He a ls o  saw a mouse th a t  liv ed  in  th a t  cave slow ly  gnawing th rough  th is  
th read . The s e e r s  w ere w ithou t food and were feeb le  and w retched. J a ra tk a ru  was 
aggrieved  a t  t h e i r  s i tu a t io n  and bade them to  overcome th e i r  m is fo rtu n e  w ith  a 
q u a r te r  o f h is  a u s te r i t i e s  Ctapas), o r a th ird , or a h a lf , o r  even a l l .  But th e  s e e rs  
exp la ined  th a t  a u s t e r i t i e s  could not remove th e i r  d i s t r e s s ;  fo r  they  were fa l l in g  
in to  an im pure h e l l  because th e  c o n tin u ity  o f th e i r  fam ily  had come to  an end. The 
s e e r s  exp la ined  th a t  t h e i r  one rem ain ing  a n c e s to r  -  J a ra tk a ru  h im se lf  -  had 
fo rsaken  producing o ffs p r in g  fo r  p ra c t is in g  very  se v e re  a u s t e r i t i e s  <sumahatapat) ). 
Indeed, they  had f a l le n  in to  t h e i r  d i s t r e s s  because o f h is  g reed  fo r  a u s t e r i t i e s  
(tapaso  lobhat), They exp la ined  th a t  th e  t u f t  of g r a s s  from which they  dangled was 
th e  th re a d  o f th e i r  lin e , and th e  mouse e a tin g  i t  away was m ighty Time i t s e l f .  They 
would then  f a l l  in to  h e l l  a s  i f  they  were s in n e rs  Cyatha du?krtinas>, And when they  
had f a l le n  in to  h e l l  along  w ith  t h e i r  an c ie n t a n c e s to rs  <saha purvaift pitamahaih'), 
J a ra tk a ru  too  would be cu t down by Time and would a lso  go to  h e ll ,  d e s p ite  h is  
a u s t e r i t i e s .1 J a ra tk a ru  does now a g ree  to  tak e  a w ife  -  though on r a th e r  e x ac tin g  
term s -  and b e g e ts  a son on th e  s i s t e r  o f Vasuki, th e  king o f snakes.
In a s im ila r  s to ry , th e  g re a t  sage  A gastya s e e s  h is  a n c e s to rs  hanging head down 
in a cave. His a n c e s to rs  a lso  e x p la in  th e i r  p lig h t a s  due to  t h e i r  lack o f
1) Adiparvan, 41 .1-28 .
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o ffsp r in g . They would only be re le a se d  from th e i r  h e ll , and A gastya h im se lf would 
only a t t a in  h is  goal, i f  he had o ffsp r in g . A fte r  a ty p ic a lly  convolu ted  p ro cess  -  fo r  
a g re a t  sage -  A gastya b e g e ts  th e  sage  Dpdhasyu on Loparaudra; and A gastya 's  
a n c e s to rs  a t t a in  to  th e  w orlds they  d e s i r e .1 These s to r i e s  h ig h lig h t th e  o u tr ig h t 
c o n tra d ic tio n  betw een th e  s t r i c t  th eo ry  o f  karma, in  which th e  in d iv id u a l a lone i s  
re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  a c tio n s  and fa te , and th e  im portance th e  Vedas and Epics a t ta c h  
to  a n c e s to r  w orship, w ith  i t s  em phasis on th e  in te rdependence  o f th e  fam ily  line . 
Thus J a ra tk a ru  f i r s t  o f fe r s  to  t r a n s f e r  h is  tapas  to  save  h is  a n c e s to rs . R efusing 
th is ,  th e  a n c e s to rs  p o in t ou t th a t  w ithou t c o n tin u ity  o f th e  lin e , they  and J a ra tk a ru  
were headed fo r  h e l l  a s  i f  th ey  were s in n e rs , no t because  they  a re  r e a l  s in n e rs . In 
fa c t , th e  a n c e s to rs  have fa l le n  from heaven not th rough  th e i r  s in s , but th rough  th e  
f a i lu r e  o f th e  l a t e r  fam ily to  con tinue  th e  lin e , which a lone  enabled  a con tinued  
t r a n s f e r  o f m erit and su s te n a n c e  through  th e  g e n e ra tio n s .
In th e  M ahabharata th e re  a re  to  be found a g re a t  many exam ples o f th e  t r a n s f e r  
o f s in  and m erit w ith in  th e  fam ily  netw ork, S ig n if ic a n tly , th e  e f f e c t  i s  norm ally  -  
though no t alw ays -  s a id  to  pass  to  th e  sev en th  g e n e ra tio n , which i s  c o n s is te n t  
w ith  th e  th eo ry  o f th e  $raddha r i t e .
For in s ta n c e , when th e  g re a t  s e e r  Bhpgu c u rse s  th e  god Agni fo r  g iv ing  away th e  
id e n t i ty  of h is  much beloved w ife  Puloma to  th e  t e r r ib l e  rak$asa  Puloman, Agni 
defends h is  conduct. Agni a rg u e s  th a t  a w itn e ss  who did  n o t answ er t ru ly  when 
asked, would d e s tro y  <hanyat) h is  a n c e s to rs  Cpurvan) and d escen d an ts  (paran) to  th e  
seven th  g e n e ra tio n .33 The s e e r  Upamanyu, a f t e r  r e c i t in g  th e  1,000 names of Qlva, adds 
th a t  he who ho lds fo r th  a g a in s t  £ iva goes to  h e l l  along  w ith  h is  a n c e s to rs  and 
d escendan ts  (narakaip y a t i  saha purvaih  sahanugaih).3 And th e  a n c e s to rs  o f one who 
d e sp ise s  N arayapa s ink  In to  e te r n a l  h e l l .14 According to  th e  w ise  b ird  PujanI,
1) A rapyakaparvan, 94-97 . 2) Adiparvan, 7 .2 -3 ,
3) Anu<;asanaparvan 17,17. 4) £ an tip a rv an , 334.6.
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who knew a l l  dharma (sarvadharmajha), any e v i l  deed th a t  was done, i f  not found in  
th e  doer, would f a l l  upon h is  sons, o r h is  so n s ' sons o r h is  d a u g h te rs ' so n s ,1 In th e  
s to ry  o f Ekata, Dvita, and T r ita , th e  l a t t e r  c u rse s  h is  deceiv ing  and f a ls e  b ro th e rs  
to  become b e a s ts  o f prey. But, more s ig n if ic a n tly , he c u rse s  t h e i r  o f fs p r in g  
<prasavas> to  be born a s  monkeys, b e a rs  and ap es.2 A fte r  Dhr?tadyumna had s la in  th e  
d e fe n c e le ss  Dropa, S a ty ak i fo rc e fu l ly  condemns not ju s t  him, but th e  lin eag e  which 
was re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  ex is te n ce : 'Having a tta in e d  you, a d e f i l e r  o f your fam ily, 
your kinsmen -  seven  g e n e ra tio n s  o f d escendan ts  (and) a ls o  seven g e n e ra tio n s  o f 
a n c e s to rs  -  abandoned by th e i r  g lo ry , have f a l le n  (in to  h e l l ) . '3 The a n c e s to rs  and 
d escendan ts  o f m isc rean t k ings were a lso  very  v u ln e rab le , Bhi?ma e x p la in s  to  
Y udhis^hira  th a t  a king who should  wrongly s la y  a m essenger would cause h is  
a n c e s to rs  to  in cu r th e  s in  o f k i l l in g  a fo e tu s  (p ita r a s ta s y a  bhrupahatyam- 
avapnuyuh).A Nor shou ld  a king tak e  w ealth  from th e  weak (durbalam>, fo r  th e  te a r s  
shed by th e  weeping o f th o se  who a re  f a ls e ly  accused would d e s tro y  th e  c h ild ren  and 
even th e  an im als o f th o se  who governed falsely ,®
1) Q Sntiparvan, 137.19, 2) £alyaparvan , 35 .7-51.
3) S ap tav a re  t a th a  pOrve b a n d h av as te  n ip a t i t a h /
Y asasa ca p a r i ty a k ta s tv a ip  p rapya  ku lapahsanam // Droijaparvan, 169.14.
4) Q antiparvan , 66,26.
5) Ib id .. 92.19, I t  i s  w orth n o tin g  th a t  in  th e  s to ry  o f King Y aya ti th e re  i s  an 
in s ta n c e  o f th e  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  o f a more c u rio u s  kind, fo r  h e re  th e  t r a n s f e r  i s
only tem porary . In t h i s  s to ry  King Y aya ti i s  m arried  to  DevayanI, th e  d au g h te r of
§ukra, th e  p r ie s t  o f  th e  asu ras , and on her he has two sons. However, £arm i§ tha , 
th e  d au g h te r o f th e  king o f asuras, i s  enslaved  to  DevayanI as  a handmaid, th e  
r e s u l t  o f a p a s t  q u a rre l. And on (Jarm istha King Y ay a ti s e c r e t ly  b e g e ts  th re e  
sons. When DevayanI e v e n tu a lly  d isc o v e rs  her husband 's  in f id e l i ty  she r e tu rn s  to  
her f a th e r ,  w ith  h e r  eyes red  w ith  anger and f i l l e d  w ith  te a r s .  For h is  in f ra c tio n  
o f dharma, £ukra c u rse s  th e  king: 'T h erefo re  o ld  age, hard  to  conquer, s h a l l  f a l l  
upon you th is  in s ta n t . ' (T asm ajja ra  tv a m a c ira d d h a r$ a y i$ y a ti  d u r ja y a / /  Adiparvan, 
78.30) Y ay a ti then  p leaded  fo r  c o n s id e ra tio n  (prasadaip kuru  me) fo r  he had not 
y e t s a t i s f i e d  h is  youth  on DevayanI (a tpp to  yauvanasy ahaip devayanyarp). Qukra 
agreed  to  modify th e  c u rse  by p e rm ittin g  Y ayati to  t r a n s f e r  h is  o ld  age to  
a n o th e r i f  he so wished; to  which Y aya ti proposed th a t  w hichever son should 
agree, should  sh a re  in  h is  kingdom (rajyabhak), h is  m erit (pupyabhak) and h is  
fame (k lr tib h a k ). Y ay a ti then  approached each o f h is  f iv e  sons
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M erit i s  a lso  f re q u e n tly  t r a n s fe r r e d  w ith in  th e  fam ily  lin eag e . An im portan t 
example o f  t h i s  i s  to  be found w ith in  th e  s to ry  o f Y ayati, A fte r  h is  f a l l  from 
heaven, Y ayati e x p la in s  to  h is  ro y a l e n q u ire rs  th e  new th eo ry  o f  tra n sm ig ra tio n  and 
karma from th e  p o in t o f view of one about to  go th rough  th e  experience . D esiring  to  
save th e i r  e ld e r  from th i s  p lig h t, Y a y a ti 's  ro y a l companions su c c e ss iv e ly  p re s s  him 
to  accep t w hatever w orlds (loka ty  they  had won w ith th e i r  deeds e i th e r  in  heaven 
Cd iv i)  o r th e  sky <a n ta rik $ e ). Having given  away th e i r  m e rito r io u s  w orlds, they  were 
each p rep ared  to  go to  h e ll . Y ay a ti commends th e i r  g e n e ro s ity , bu t re fu s e s . Kings, he 
proudly  a s s e r te d , d id  no t accep t g i f t s .  However, th e i r  g e n e ro s ity  and Y a y a ti 's  
d ig n if ie d  r e f u s a l  proved s u f f ic ie n t  in  i t s e l f  to  ach ieve  th e  purpose o f th e  fou r 
kings. For th e  gods were im pressed, and f iv e  golden c h a r io ts  appeared  ready  to  ca rry  
them to  heaven. On th e  way to  heaven Y aya ti re v e a ls  h im se lf  a s  th e  g ra n d fa th e r  of 
th e  fou r k in g s .1 In t h i s  way, th e  exceed ing ly  g re a t- s o u le d  (mahatma ... a tlv a )
Y ayati, v anq u ish er o f h is  foes, was saved by h is  own g randsons ( s v a ird a u h ltra is -  
t a r i t o X*
Many o f th e  rew ards th a t  may be won th rough  g i f t s ,  p ilg rim age, a u s t e r i t i e s  and 
so on, a re  o f te n  s a id  to  b e n e f it  no t ju s t  th e  doer and h is  im m ediate fam ily, but 
a lso  h is  d escendan ts  and progeny. For in s ta n c e , by see in g , touch ing  and b a th in g  in  
th e  Ganga a man re sc u e s  ( ta ra y a te ) h is  a n c e s to rs  and d escen d an ts  to  th e  seven th  
deg ree  (sa p ta va ra n sa p ta  p a ra n p itrn >,3 By ba th ing  a t  th e  Womb-of-Brahma 
(brahmayoniip) t i r th a  one a t t a in s  to  th e  w orld o f Brahma, and p u r i f ie s  h is  fam ily  to  
seven g e n e ra tio n s ,*  And by b a th in g  a t  th e  t ir th a  o f Kularppuna, a man p u r i f ie s
in  tu rn  and proposed th a t  they  should  tak e  upon them selves  h is  s in  along  w ith 
h is  old  age (p ra tip ad y asv a  papmanaiji ja ra y a  saha) w hile  he s a t i s f i e d  h is  sen ses  
w ith t h e i r  youth. At th e  end o f a thousand  y e a rs  he would re tu rn  t h e i r  youth and 
re c e iv e  back h is  s in  and old  age. Only Puru, th e  youngest son, ag reed  to  th is ,  and 
w ithou t h e s ita t io n . Puru duly became th e  next king; and th e  P a o tf a v a s  were h is  
d escendan ts . (Adiparvan, 77-79).
1) Adiparvan. 87.8 -  88.21. 2) Ib id ., 88,26.
3) A nu^asanaparvan, 27.61-62. 4) Arapyakaparvan, 81.121; a lso  81 ,131-2 .
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h is  fam ily <p u n a ti svakularp n a rah ).1 A g i f t  o f e a r th  n o t only e x p ia te s  th e  s in  of 
so rce ry  (k r ty a )  bu t p u r i f ie s  te n  g e n e ra tio n s  on both  s id e s  o f  th e  g iv e r 's  fam ily 
(punatyubhayato daga).^ Or, again , he who g iv es  land i s  sa id  to  re sc u e  ( p a r i t r a t i ) 
f iv e  g e n e ra tio n s  o f a n c e s to rs  and s ix  g e n e ra tio n s  o f d escen d an ts  <panca p u rva d i-  
puru$afr e a t) .3 Through a g i f t  o f  cows, th e  g iv e r  re sc u e s  seven g e n e ra tio n s  of 
a n c e s to rs  and d escen d an ts  ( ta r a y a te  sap ta  p u rvah sta th a  paran); and by g iv in g  a 
p re se n t o f gold  as w ell, one re sc u e s  tw ice  th a t  number <dvigupam).** And a man who 
g iv es  away hundreds o f  thousands o f cows bestow s on both  h is  m ate rn a l and p a te rn a l  
a n c e s to rs  (m atapitrofr pitam ahan> to  th e  te n th  g e n e ra tio n  th e  w orlds o f th e  
r ig h te o u s  <su k rta n llo k a n ) and p u r i f ie s  h is  fam ily (p u n a ti ca kulaip>.B He who 
ex cav a tes  a r e s e r v o ir  from which cows and v ir tu o u s  men alw ays d rink  w ater, re sc u e s  
h is  e n t i r e  fam ily  (sa  kulaip t a r a y e t s a r v a i p ) S im ila rly , by g iv in g  a s h e l t e r  to  enable  
cows to  w ith s ta n d  th e  cold and ra in , th e  g iv e r  re sc u e s  h is  fam ily  up to  th e  seven th  
g e n e ra tio n  (asaptamaip ta r a y a t i  k u l a r p And i f  one o f  r ig h te o u s  d is p o s i tio n  o f fe r s  
o b la tio n s  in to  th e  f i r e  fo r  seven y ears , he p u r i f ie s  seven g e n e ra tio n s  o f a n c e s to rs  
and descen d an ts  by h is  own a c ts  (atmanah karmabhiij svaift).® And by w orshipping a l l  
th e  gods a t  graddha cerem onies, th e  a n c e s to rs  o f th e  p e rso n s  perform ing  them a re  
freed  o f t h e i r  s in s .3 A man who g iv es  to  a brahmin, p o ssesse d  o f good q u a l i t ie s ,  
saves h is  e n t i r e  fam ily  in  th i s  w orld .10 And im perishab le  food and d rink  
(ak$ayyamannapanaip) comes to  th e  a n c e s to rs  o f a man who makes brahm ins l i s t e n  to  
even a q u a r te r  coup le t o f th e  Mahabharata a t  a graddha r i t e . '11
Another in te r e s t in g  example o f m erit t r a n s fe r ,  t h i s  tim e betw een b ro th e rs , and 
husband and w ife, o ccu rs in  th e  l a s t  book of th e  Mahabharata. A rriv ing  in  heaven,
I)  Ib id .. 81.88; a ls o  80.129.
3) Ib id .. 61.56.
5> Ibid .. 79,8; a ls o  83 .25-7 .
7) Ibid., 65.29,
9> AnucfSsanaparvan, 91.28.
I I )  Adiparvan, 1.203.
2) A nugasanaparvan, 61.34.
4) Ib id .. 73.8.
6) Ib id .. 99.16; a ls o  64.5.
8) Arapyakaparvan, 184,11. 
10) Ib id .. 23 .37-8 .
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Y udh i$ th lra  f in d s  Duryodhana s e a te d  in g lo ry  but can fin d  no t r a c e  o f h is  b ro th e rs  
or Draupadi. Y u d h i? ih ira  was in d ig n an t (amargltaft), and in s i s te d  th a t  fo r  him heaven 
was only to  be found where h is  b ro th e rs  w ere .1 The m essenger o f th e  gods th e re fo re  
took Y u dh i^ th ira  down to  th e  dark, fo u l m ise rie s  o f h e ll . Y u d h i? th ira  was f i l le d  w ith 
sorrow  and g r ie f  ( duhkhagokasamanvitafr) a t  th e  sp e c ta c le , bu t a s  he tu rn s  to  go back 
th e re  a re  p i t i f u l  c r ie s  (d in a  vaca£> th a t  he should s ta y  a moment (muhurtakam) 
longer; fo r  from th e  body o f th e  alw ays v ir tu o u s  Y udhi?^hira th e re  came a p u rify in g  
b reeze  ipupyah samlrapah) which b rought r e l i e f  to  them <yenasmansukhamagamatI.2 The 
vo ices a re  re v e a le d  as  th o se  o f h is  b ro th e rs  and th e i r  sons, and h is  w ife. 
Y udh l§ th ira  a c tu a lly  g iv es  way to  anger, and cen su res  igarhayam asa) th e  gods 
includ ing  Dharma,3 However, Ind ra  r e v e a ls  th e  scene a s  an i l lu s io n  in  o rd e r  to  purge 
Y udhi?^hira o f h is  g u i l t  in  deceiv ing  Dropa about h is  son in  th e  g re a t  b a t t le .*  His 
b ro th e rs  and D raupadi were r e a l ly  to  be found in heaven, to  which Y udh ig th ira  then 
re p a irs .  Even though th e  whole scene i s  a d iv in e  decep tion , th e  idea  o f t r a n f e r  o f 
m erit is  c le a r  enough; Y udhi?th ira*s accum ulated v i r tu e  o r m erit was s u f f ic ie n t  to  
r e l ie v e  th e  karm ic to rm en ts  o f h is  n e a re s t  and d e a re s t.
I t  may, then , be concluded th a t  th e  frequency o f id ea s  concern ing  th e  t r a n s f e r  
o f s in  and m erit owes much to  th e  Im portance a tta c h e d  to  a n c e s to r  w orship in  th e  
developed Hindu t r a d i t io n .  However, v a rio u s  examples o f a more g e n e ra l t r a n s f e r  of 
s in  and m erit in d ic a te  th a t  i t  was not ju s t  confined to  a n c e s to r  w orship. An 
in te r e s t in g  example o f t h i s  occu rs in  th e  s to ry  o f King Somaka and h is  100 sons. 
Though th e  s to ry  re c o g n ise s  th e  s t r i c t  th eo ry  o f karma, th e  id ea s  con ta ined  in i t  
seem p a r t ic u la r ly  a rc h a ic  and y ie ld  some s tra n g e  consequences fo r  th e  law o f karma. 
King Somaka, i t  i s  r e la te d ,  d e s ire d  sons, and m arried  100 w ives to  t h i s  end. But in  
s p i te  o f g re a t  e f f o r t s  <yatnena mahata) he produced bu t one son, named Xantu; and
1) Svargarohaoaparvan , 1.1 -  2.12. 2) Ib id .. 2 .31-33 .
3) Ib id .. 2 .50 .' 4> Ib id .. 3 .10-15.
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then  only when he was old, Having only one son was a so u rc e  o f much worry to  th e  
king; so, concerned fo r  h is  lin eag e , he asked h is  p r ie s t  i f  th e re  was no t some 'r i t e '
(karman) by which he could b eg e t 100 sons. Now one p r ie s t  d id  know o f such a r i t e  
bu t i t  e n ta i le d  th e  s a c r i f ic e  o f th e  k in g 's  s o l i t a r y  son. The p r ie s t  (p tv ik ) explained  
th a t  he would lay  out th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  and then  the  king m ust s a c r i f ic e  h is  son. As 
th e  boy 's c au l ( vapa) was being o ffe re d  up th e  k in g 's  w ives should  Inhale  th e  smoke 
(dhumamaghraya), and then  they  would g iv e  b i r th  to  very  manly <sum ahaviryan> sons. 
Whatsmore, th e  o r ig in a l  son Jan tu , would be born ag a in  from th e  same m o ther.1
King Somaka ag reed , and Ja n tu  was s a c r if ic e d  d e s p ite  th e  g r i e f - f i l l e d  e f f o r t s  o f 
th e  k in g 's  many wives to  p rev en t th is .  Ten months l a t e r  Somaka had 100 sons w ith  
Jan tu  th e  f i r s t  o f th ese . Now, in  th e  cou rse  o f tim e, Somaka's p r ie s t  d ied and went 
to  th e  world o f Yama, and was soon follow ed by Somaka h im se lf . There Somaka saw h is  
p r ie s t  cooking in  a t e r r ib l e  h e l l  <narake ghore pacyamanaiji>. This, th e  torm ented  
p r ie s t  exp la ined , was th e  f r u i t  (.phala) o f th e  s a c r i f ic e  he had perform ed fo r  th e  
king. King Somaka now ad d ressed  King Dharma: 'I  s h a l l  e n te r  h e re  <into h e ll) ; l e t  my 
s a c r i f i c i a l  p r ie s t  be freed . For t h i s  most i l l u s t r io u s  (man) i s  cooked by th e  f i r e s  
o f h e l l  because o f my do ing .'2 But King Dharma, adhering  to  th e  s t r i c t  law of karma, 
ob jec ted : '0  King, no one e ls e  ev er ex p e rien ces  th e  f r u i t  o f  th e  d o e r .'3 Somaka, 
though, p e r s is te d .  He had com m itted th e  same deed as h is  p r ie s t  <karmapasya samo 
hyaham) and th e re fo re  th e  f r u i t ,  good or bad (pupyapupyaphalaip), should  be th e  same 
fo r  both o f them. W ithout h is  p r ie s t ,  he d e s ire d  no t th e  holy w orlds (.punyanna 
kamaye lokan ) he had won th rough  h is  a c ts  o f g iv ing , Dharma now re le n te d : 'I f ,  0 
King, you d e s ire  thus, (then ) ex perience  th e  f r u i t  to g e th e r  w ith  him fo r  an equal 
len g th  o f tim e; t h e r e a f t e r  you w ill  a t t a in  th e  way o f th e  r ig h te o u s . '*  This Somaka 
did; and a f te rw a rd s  he ag a in  a t ta in e d  th e  pure  w orlds he had conquered w ith  h is  own
1) Arapiyakaparvan, 127.1-21.
2) Ahamatra pravek?yam i mucyatSm mama y a jak ah /
M atkpte h i  mahabhagatj p acy a te  narak& gninS // ib id .■ 128.12.
3) Nanyah ka rtu tj phalarp ra jannupabhunk te  kadacana/ ib id .. 128.13.
4) Yadyevamlpsitaip ra janbhuhk^vasya  s a h ita h  phalam /
TulyakSlaip sahanena  p a ^ c a tp ra p s y a s i  sa d g a tim // ib id .. 128.16.
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a c ts , along w ith  h is  p r ie s t  and guru, fo r  he loved h is  guru  (sa gurupriyafr).'
In t h i s  s to ry  th e re  a re  a number o f com plicated  t r a n s f e r s  o f s in  and m erit. 
I n i t ia l ly ,  th e  m erit or v i tu e  o f Somaka's only son is  sh a red  ou t to  b ring  in to  
e x is te n c e  99 o th e r  sons, w ith  th e  o r ig in a l  son reborn  a s  th e  one hundredth . The 
means fo r  th i s  t r a n s f e r  i s  very  p h y s ic a l and p rim itiv e : human s a c r i f ic e  w ith 
in h a la tio n  o f  th e  smoke from th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  o f fe r in g . Then King Somaka o f f e r s  to  
change p laces  w ith  h is  p r ie s t  in  h e ll , presum ably on th e  b a s is  th a t  he took  upon 
h im se lf th e  p r i e s t s  bad karma, w hile  th e  p r ie s t  was f re e d  w ith  th e  k in g 's  good karma 
accum ulated from a c ts  o f g iv ing . This arrangem ent th e  God Dharma would not accep t, 
and in  su p p o rt c i t e s  th e  b a s ic  f a c t  o f th e  law of karma; th e  doer a lone ex p erien ces  
th e  consequences o f h is  a c tio n s . However, th e  God does accep t Somaka's compromise 
p roposa l th a t  they  sh a re  th e  bad karma. And a f t e r  th e  king has shared  th e  p r ie s t s  
bad karma, th e  p r ie s t  sh a re s  th e  k in g 's  good karma by fo llow ing  h is  r u le r  to  heaven.
E lsew here in  th e  M ahabharata, t r a n s f e r s  o f s in  and m erit a re  r e f e r r e d  to  under 
v a rio u s  c ircum stances, A common idea  i s  th a t  a king who f a i l s  to  p ro te c t  h is  
s u b je c ts  and kingdom from a f f l i c t i o n  ta k e s  upon h im se lf  o r re a p s  a t  l e a s t  a p o rtio n  
o f th e  s in s  com m itted in h is  kingdom. The p o rtio n  th e  king re a p s  i s  v a rio u s ly  sa id  
to  be a q u a r te r , o r  h a lf , o r  even a l l .2 On th e  o th e r  hand, i t  i s  sa id  th a t  a king who 
p ro te c ts  h is  s u b je c ts  a c q u ire s  a q u a r te r  o f th e  m erit o r  v i r tu e  <dharmena> th a t  they  
have acq u ired  th rough  s tudy , s a c r i f ic e ,  g i f t  and w orsh ip .3 By th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma 
i t  would be expected  th a t  th e  s u b je c ts  should  look to  t h e i r  own karma a s  th e  cause 
o f th e i r  a f f l i c t i o n  o r p ro sp e r ity ; but in s te a d  i t  i s  th e  king who re c e iv e s  th e  blame 
or p ra is e  and who re a p s  some p o r tio n  o f th e  s in  or m erit.
There a re  o th e r  g e n e ra l t r a n s f e r s  of s in  and m erit w ith  s im ila r ly  s tra n g e  
consequences fo r  th e  s t r i c t  law o f  karma. For in s ta n c e , i t  I s  sa id  th a t  a man who 
g iv es  w ith  th e  h ig h e s t  f a i th  <graddhaya paraya> to  th e  fo rem ost o f brahm ins
1) Ib id .. 128.17.
2) £ a n tip a rv an , 25.12, 25.19, 70.27-28 , 76.8, 77,12, 137.97; Anu<;asanaparvan, 60,22.
3) £ an tip a rv an , 67.26, 76.7.
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(.brahmapagrebhyafr) a c q u ire s  a s ix th  p o rtio n  o f th a t  brahm in 's m erit from h is  sacred  
a b lu tio n s  (.upaspargana?adbhagaqi labh a te ) ,’ And Bhl?ma, d isc u ss in g  th e  d u tie s  of a 
househo lder, p o in ts  ou t th a t :  ‘Having rece iv ed  a w orthy and honourable  g u e s t, (the 
househo lder) who honours him no t, having given  him h is  good deeds, th a t  unhonourable 
(househo lder) w ill  be ru in e d .'53 In th i s  in s tan ce , th e  househo lder who f a i l s  in  h is  
duty  has h is  m erit t r a n s fe r r e d  to  h is  honoured g u e s t. E lsew here th e re  is  a more 
com plete t r a n s fe r ,  The g u e s t who i s  im properly  rece ived  tak e s  away th e  h o u seh o ld er 's  
m e rits  (punyam) and t r a n s f e r s  h is  s in s  (du$kptam).3 There i s  a s im ila r  com plete 
t r a n s f e r  in  th e  ca se  o f an abuser, and one who endures th e  abuse: th e  ab u ser no t 
only lo se s  h is  m erit to  th e  o th e r , but re c e iv e s  th e  accum ulated  s in s  o f th e  v ictim . 
'He who is  no t angered  a c q u ire s  th e  v ir tu o u s  marks o f th e  abuser; (and) th e  endurer 
(g ives) h is  own sin ; th e  n o n -en d u re r i s  an g ered .'4
There a re  a ls o  exam ples o f where th e  m erit from th e  perform ance o f a s c e t ic  
a u s t e r i t i e s  can be t r a n s fe r r e d  to  help  overcome bad karma. Bhl?ma re c o u n ts  one such 
s to ry  invo lv ing  th e  g re a t  sage Vyasa and a worm (k lfa ). The worm had been a w ealthy 
gudra who had been c ru e l  and not devoted to  brahm ins, Vyasa th en  he lp s  th e  worm to  
r e s to re  i t s e l f  to  th e  human cond ition , u n t i l  in  th e  course  o f su c ce ss iv e  b i r th s  
th rough  th e  v a rio u s  varna he becomes a brahmin, Vyasa re a s s u re s  th e  worm th a t  
th e re  was no s tro n g e r  power than  th a t  o f tapas: 'For, because  o f  th e  s t r e n g th  o f my 
tapaSt I  am ab le  to  re sc u e  (c re a tu re s )  th rough  th e  mere s ig h t  (of myself).*s 
S im ila rly , th e  g re a t  s e e r  Cyavana, in  one o f h is  v a rio u s  appearances  in  th e  
Mahabharata, f re e s  th e  Ni§ada fisherm en of th e i r  s in  (m uktakilbi$ak i) in ca tch in g  
f is h  by h is  mere word (vakyena). The fisherm en and th e  f is h  then  proceed to
1) A nugasanaparvan, 64.13.
2) Patrarp tv a tith im a s a d y a  g l la ^ y a ip  yo na p u ja y e t/
Sa d a t tv a  sukptaip ta s y a  k^apayeta  h y a n a rc ita h //  ib id .. 2.92.
3) £ an tip a rv a n , 184.12.
4) Aru?yankrugyam anasya sukptaip n§ma v in d a t i /
Du^kptani c§tmano m ar? i ru $ y a ty e v a p a m a r§ ti v a i / /  Q antiparvan , 115.3.
5) Ahaiji h i darganadeva ta ra y a m i ta p o b a la t /  A nugasanaparvan, 119.2.
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heaven ,1
The p resence  in  th e  Hindu t r a d i t io n  o f id eas  based on th e  a b ro g a tio n  of s in  and 
on the  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  and m erit has  o f cou rse  been no ted  f re q u e n tly  enough before . 
These Id eas  have been v a rio u s ly  considered  as 'm o d if ic a tio n s ’ o f a pure  karma 
th eo ry ,2 o r more fundam enta lly  a s  'c o n tra d ic t io n s '3 . While such view s assum e a pure 
th eo ry  th a t  has  been m odified o r co rru p ted , more rec e n t w r i te r s  have p re fe rre d  to  
see  th e  karma th eo ry  a s  not u n ita ry  bu t p lu ra l , This i s  most ap p aren t in  th e  
p roposa l to  'c o n s tru c t  a typology o f  karma th e o r ie s ',  and some day even to  'p re se n t 
fam ily  t r e e s  o f karma th e o r ie s , g r id s  of karma th e o r ie s , a kind o f p o lice  Id e n tik it  
fo r  a l l  th e o r e t ic a l ly  p o ss ib le  a s  w e ll a s  a c tu a lly  o ccu rrin g  karma th e o r ie s . '14 W ithin 
th is  fam ily  t r e e ,  a fundam ental d iv is io n  has been su g g e s te d  betw een what has  been 
c a lled  th e  't r a n s fe re n c e  o f karma in te r p r e ta t io n ' and th e  'n o n - tra n s fe re n c e  of karma 
in te r p re ta t io n ';  a d iv is io n  which in  tu rn  r e f l e c t s  what a re  o f te n  considered  a s  the  
most im portan t o r ie n ta t io n s  o r va lue  system s w ith in  Hindu c u ltu re  -  th e  approaches 
of p r a v p tt i  and n iv p t t i .B The d if fe re n c e  in  approach sym bolised by th e s e  im portan t 
words i s  w ell in d ic a te d  in  th e i r  l i t e r a l  meaning. F ra vp tti  means 'r o l l in g  onw ards' or 
'a c t o f tu rn in g  around ', so  th e  e s s e n t ia l  idea i s  th a t  o f movement and a c t iv i ty .
1) Ib id .. 50 .39-40 . Compare, too, th e  s to ry  o f th e  a s c e t ic  d au g h te r o f th e  s e e r  
K unirgargya, who, when very  old  and a f t e r  a l if e t im e  o f penances ( tap as), found 
she could no t e n te r  heaven fo r  she had not been m arried . P roceeding to  an 
assem blage o f p ? is  she  o f fe re d  to  g ive  h a lf  her penances ( tapaso  ardhaip 
prayacchami) to  th e  s e e r  who would marry her, A s e e r  named ^phgavat agreed  on 
cond ition  th a t  she shou ld  l iv e  w ith  him fo r  one n ig h t only. But fo r  th a t  n igh t 
she aga in  became a b e a u ti fu l  young woman. Qalyaparvan, 51 .1-23 ,
2) See Hopkins, 'M od ifica tions  o f th e  Karma D octrine ', o p .c it.. pp.581-93; and Hopkins, 
'More about M od ifica tions o f th e  Karma D octrine ', Jo u rn a l o f th e  Royal A s ia tic  
Society , v o l.x x v iii  C1907), pp.665-72; H.G. N arahari, 'The D octrine o f Karma in 
Popular Hinduism', The Aryan Path. February  1972, pp.53-58 ; H.G. N arahari, 'Karma 
and R eb irth  in  th e  M ahabhara ta’, Annals o f th e  Bhandarkar O rie n ta l Research 
I n s t i tu t e ,  vol.27 (1946), pp.102-13.
3) U. Arya, 'Hindu C o n trad ic tio n s  o f th e  D octrine o f Karma', E ast and West (Rome), 
vo l.22, no. 1-2, 1972, pp.93-100.
4) O 'F laherty , o p .c it.. p p .x i-x ii.
5) See th e  d isc u ss io n  by K, P o tte r  'The Karma Theory and I t s  I n te r p re ta t io n  in  Some 
Indian  P h ilo so p h ica l System s,' in  O 'F laherty , o p .c it.. pp.260-67.
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By c o n tra s t,  n iv p t t i  means 'a c t  o f tu rn in g  back' or 'a c t  o f r e tu rn in g ',  th e  e s s e n t ia l  
Idea being th e  abandonment o f a c t iv i ty .  The approach o f p r a v p t t i  i s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  
th e  fu lf il lm e n t  o f one 's  s o c ia l  o r varpagrama d u tie s ; w ith  th e  p u rs u i t  o f  th e  f i r s t  
th re e  ends o f Hindu c u ltu re , dharma, artha  and kama; w ith  th e  househo lder or 
gphastha  s ta g e  of l i f e ,  and th e  v illa g e  o r town community; and w ith  th e  a tta in m en t 
o f heaven and a b e t t e r  r e b ir th .  This approach i s  b e s t  re p re s e n te d  in th e  
dharmagastra, purapic, and l a t e r  bhakti l i t e r a tu r e .  The approach o f n iv p t t i  i s  
a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  ren u n c ia tio n  o f s o c ia l  d u tie s  and so c ie ty ; w ith  th e  p u r s u i t  of 
th e  fo u r th  end of Hindu c u ltu re , mok$a; w ith  th e  a s c e t ic  o r sarpnyasin and f o re s t  
l if e ;  and w ith  r e le a s e  from th e  bondage o f karma and r e b ir th ,  and l ib e ra t io n  from 
tim e and space. This approach i s  b e s t re p re se n te d  in  th e  Hindu p h ilo so p h ica l 
l i t e r a t u r e .1 In b r ie f ,  we have th e  v a lu es  and approach o f orthodox Hindu so c ie ty  
c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  v a lu e s  and approach o f th e  w orld -renouncing  a s c e t ic s . These 
term s, i t  i s  im portan t to  no te , a re  used in  th e  t e x t s  them selves; they  a re  n o t ju s t  
convenient la b e ls .2 In th e  Mahabharata, th e  approaches o f p r a v p tt i  and n iv p t t i  a re  
not in fre q u e n tly  th e  su b je c t o f polem ical d isco u rse , more p a r t ic u la r ly  by th e  
proponen ts o f p r a v p tt i ,3
A dm ittedly, e f f o r t s  have been made to  subsume th e  p r a v p t t i / t r a n s f e r  o f karma, 
and th e  n iv r t t i /n o n - t r a n s f e r  o f karma models under one u n ita ry  th eo ry  o f karma,* o r 
sim ply to  e x p la in  away th e  supposed s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  dichotom y.5 N everthe less,
1) See ib id ., pp.260-7; O 'F laherty , o p .c it . , p p .x lii-x x i;  G.J. Larson, 'Karma as a 
"Sociology o f Knowledge" or "S ocia l Psychology" o f P ro c e s s /P ra x is ' in  O 'F laherty , 
o p .c it., pp.303-6 ; W.D. O 'F laherty , Ascetism  and E ro tic ism  in  th e  Mythology of ^iva; 
J.G, Held, The M ahabharata: An E th no log ica l Study, pp. 14-5-6; L. Dumont, 'World 
R enunciation  in  Indian  R e lig io n s ', C o n trib u tio n s  to  Ind ian  Sociology, no. iv (I960), 
pp.33-62 .
2) P o tte r , o p .c it., p .265.
3) See, fo r  in s ta n c e , Qalyaparvan, 49, 51; Q antiparvan, 7 -  25, 169, 184, 207, 212,
222, 226, 235, 261, 284, 308, 342; Anu?asanaparvan, 2, 93, 129; A^vamedhikaparvan,
44.16.
4) Larson, o p .c it., pp,303-16.
5) A.K, Gangadean, 'Com parative Ontology and th e  I n te r p r e ta t io n  of "Karma",' Indian
P h ilo so p h ica l Q u a rte rly , vol.6 , no.2, 1979,
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from what has  been s a id  so f a r  in th is  ch ap te r, i t  should  be apparen t th a t  th e  b es t 
way o f making se n se  o f th e  d iv e rse  m a te r ia l  on karma in  th e  Mahabharata i s  to  
accep t th e  id ea  th a t  u ltim a te ly  th e re  a re  two q u ite  s e p a ra te  and incom patib le 
th e o r ie s  re p re se n te d  in  th e  te x t:  a th eo ry  o f e s s e n t ia l ly  p re-U pan i?ad ic  o r ig in s  
which a c ce p ts  ab ro g a tio n  o f s in  and th e  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  and m erit; and a theory , to  
be f i r s t  found in  th e  Upani$ads, which ho lds each in d iv id u a l to  be an autonomous 
m oral e n t i ty ,  se v e re ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e i r  own a c tio n s  alone.
Whatsmore, in  th e  Mahabharata th e  most s a t i s f a c to r y  ex p lan a tio n  fo r  th e  
d if fe re n c e s  betw een th e se  th e o r ie s  i s  in  term s o f p r a v p t t i  and n iv p tt i .  This is  
p a r t ic u la r ly  ap p a ren t from th e  s e t t in g s  o f th e  m ajor te a c h in g s  on karma, which have 
been examined above. I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  o f th e  f iv e  m ajor e x p o s itio n s  o f th e  
s t r i c t  karma theo ry , a l l ,  excep t one, im m ediately c a s t a s id e  th e  lo g ic  o f th e i r  
teach in g  by in c o rp o ra tin g  in to  th e  framework o f th e  s to ry  th e  id ea  o f th e  ab ro g a tio n  
or t r a n s f e r  o f s in  and m erit. I t  w il l  be re c a lle d  th a t  King Y ay a ti i s  saved from the  
e f f e c ts  of h is  own bad karma by a t r a n s f e r  o f m erit from h is  g randsons. And a f t e r  
th e  tea c h in g s  o f Markapgteya and th e  w ise  h u n te r , th e  l i s t e n e r  i s  a ssu re d  th a t  th e  
consequences o f one 's  s in s  may be overcome by rep en tan ce  and th e  p u rs u i t  of dharma 
th e r e a f te r .  B phaspati, a f t e r  h is  e x p lan a tio n  o f karma, o f f e r s  Y udh i$ th ira  an even 
more generous choice o f s in  d e s tro y in g  methods: rep en tan ce , con fession , g i f t s ,  and 
fo llow ing  th e  pa th  o f th e  r ig h te o u s . Now, a s  we have seen, th e  p r in c ip a l  concern of 
th e se  brahm anlc te a c h in g s  on karma i s  r e a l ly  w ith  dharma, o r th e  p u rs u i t  o f the  
varpaqrama d u t ie s  so  b a s ic  to  orthodox so c ie ty . T his was a l l  th e  more im portan t a t 
a tim e when th e  p r a v p t t i  v a lu e s  th a t  underlay  orthodox s o c ie ty  were being 
in c re a s in g ly  challenged  by th e  grow th in p o p u la r ity  o f  In d ia 's  a s c e t ic  o r n iv p t t i  
t r a d i t io n  based on l i f e  in  th e  fo re s t ,
I t  can be su g g e s te d  th a t  th e  new s t r i c t  theo ry  o f karma would have been 
d i f f ic u l t  fo r  th e  o rthodox t r a d i t io n  to  swallow a t  th e  b e s t  o f tim es. The p re s su re  
from th e  new found p o p u la r ity  o f th e  a s c e t ic  t r a d i t io n  made i t s  f u l l  accep tance  even 
h arder, The d i f f ic u l ty  was th a t  a th eo ry  th a t  made each in d iv id u a l re sp o n s ib le  fo r
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th e  consequences o f h is  own a c tio n s  could only be b ia sse d  a g a in s t  th e  p r a v p tt i  
o r ie n ta t io n  which en jo ined  ac tio n , and in  favour of th e  n iv p t t i  o r ie n ta t io n  which 
en jo ined  ren u n c ia tio n  o f a c tio n .1 By th e  new theory , th e  fu lf i l lm e n t  o f a l l  th e  
ordained  s o c ia l  d u t ie s  o f orthodox so c ie ty , w ith i t s  em phasis on re c ip ro c a l  
o b lig a tio n s , was a sen te n c e  to  en d le ss  r e b i r th  and karm ic s u ffe r in g . I f  th e  orthodox 
p r a v p tt i  t r a d i t io n  was to  accep t in  f u l l  th e  new th eo ry  i t  could  only encourage 
th o se  enmeshed in  s o c ie ty  to  throw up th e i r  karmic producing  s o c ia l  d u t ie s  fo r  th e  
l i f e  o f a f o re s t  m endicant where a c tio n s  could be c o n tro lle d  and reduced to  a 
minimum, and where tem p ta tio n s  were in  any case  minimal. Given th is ,  th e  p re -  
Upani?adic approach to  karma, which accep ted  a connection  betw een a c tio n  and 
consequence, but no t an in escap ab le  one, was much more com patib le  w ith the  orthodox 
concern fo r  dharma.
The one brahm apical teach in g  on karma th a t  does no t ~ e x p lic i t ly  a t  le a s t  -  
in co rp o ra te  th e  id ea s  o f a b ro g a tio n  and t r a n s f e r  of s in , n o n e th e le ss  s t i l l  lends 
w eight to  th e se  conclusions. This i s  th e  teach in g  o f Ka^yapa which i s  to  be found a t  
th e  beginning  o f th e  p h ilo so p h ica l te x t ,  th e  Anuglta. However, we have a lread y  noted  
th a t  th e  p r in c ip a l  concern  o f th e  A nuglta  i s  not obedience to  s o c ia l  d u t ie s  or 
dharmat b u t th e  a c q u is i tio n  o f th e  sav ing  knowledge n e c essa ry  fo r  mokfa; and, of 
course , th e  same can be s a id  fo r  much o f th e  Mok$adharma. To th is  e x te n t, th e se  
p h ilo so p h ica l s e c tio n s  o f th e  Mahabharata v eer tow ards th e  n iv p t t i  o r ie n ta t io n  in 
th e i r  concerns.2
In s im ila r  fash ion , th e  framework o r s e t t in g  fo r  much of th e  tea c h in g  on the  
d is s ip a tio n  o f s in , and th e  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  and m erit, ta k e s  p lace  in  term s o f the  
com peting v a lu e  system s o f  p r a v p t t i  and n iv p tt i .  Much o f t h i s  tea c h in g  i s  to  be 
found in  th e  $antiparvan  and th e  Anugasanaparvan, At th e  beg inn ing  of th e
1) Indeed, th e  s t r i c t  th eo ry  o f karma i s  so w e l l- s u ite d  to  th e  a s c e t ic  t r a d i t io n  and 
so  i l l - s u i t e d  to  th e  orthodox t r a d i t io n  th a t  i t  must su p p o rt su g g e s tio n s  th a t  th e  
whole concept a ro se  from 'th e  ind igenous G angetic t r a d i t io n  from which th e  
v a rio u s  $ramapa movements a ro s e . ' J a in i, o p .c it.. p,218.
2) Though th e re  i s  much p r a v p tt i  m a te r ia l  in  th e  Mok$adharma a s  w ell.
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$antiparvan  we fin d  Y udh i$ th ira  overcome w ith g r ie f  and rem orse, and burdened w ith  
fe e lin g s  o f s in  a t  what th e  k p a tr ly a  dharma o f orthodox s o c ie ty  had led  them to. 
Y udhl$ th ira , to  say  th e  le a s t ,  i s  a c u rio u s  c re a tu re  fo r  an Epic hero. By n a tu re  he 
i s  a v i r tu a l  p a c if is t ,  h a tin g  e v e ry th in g  to  do w ith war; and he has more the  
q u a l i t i e s  o f a fo rg iv in g  and g e n tle  s a in t  than  a w arrio r. Now, faced  w ith  th e  
p ro sp ec t o f tak in g  up th e  th ro n e  he had so  b lood ily  won and co n tin u in g  to  perform  
h is  k $ a tr iy a  d u tie s , Y u d h l? th ira  r e c o i ls  and sc a th in g ly  condemns h is  ordained  
d h a r m a In s te a d , Y udh i$ th ira  p roposes to  renounce a l l  p o s se s s io n s  p re p a ra to ry  to  
r e tu rn in g  to  th e  f o re s t  and th e  l i f e  o f a m endicant -  a n iv p t t i  mode of l i f e  in  
which he had a lread y  passed  12 years ,
Y u d h l^ h ir a 's  b ro th e rs , and th e  lo n g -s u f fe r in g  D raupadi, f in a l ly  lo se  a l l  
p a tie n ce  w ith  th e  ways o f t h e i r  o ld e r  b ro th e r  and husband, whom they  a re  du ty  bound 
to  obey. One a f t e r  a n o th e r they  s ta n d  fo r th  and vent th e  t r a d i t io n a l  orthodox 
p r a v p tt i  argum ents a g a in s t  Y u d h is th ira 's  p o s itio n ; and they  a re  follow ed by a s so r te d  
g re a t  p$is, and Bhi§m a's in te rm in ab le  tea c h in g s  on dharma. Though th e  tea c h in g s  
p re se n ted  cover a v a s t  a rra y  o f to p ic s , they  a re  p re se n te d  w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f 
f in d in g  a s o lu tio n  fo r  Y u d h i$ th ira 's  in n e r -c o n f lic t .  The s o lu tio n  they  propound fo r 
Y u d h if th ira 's  fe e l in g s  o f g r ie f  and s in  is  no t th e  f o re s t  l i f e  o f th e  renouncer, but 
adherence to  orthodox dharma and th e  perform ance o f e x p ia tio n s .
In th e s e  parvans  a s  a whole th e  a t t i t u d e  d isp layed  tow ards Y u d h i$ th ira 's  
proposed adop tion  o f a n iv p t t i  cou rse  o f l i f e  v a rie s . There a re  freq u en t p assa g e s  
which unequ ivocally  a s s e r t  th e  suprem acy of th e  househo lder and p r a v p tt i  v a lu e s .2 
Though eq u a lly  th e re  a re  some p a ssa g e s  th a t  ju s t  a s  uncom prom isingly a s s e r t  th e  
suprem acy o f  n iv p t t i  v a lu e s .3 However, a tte m p ts  a t  r e c o n c il ia t io n  a re  a lso  in  
evidence. One such a ttem p t can be seen  in  th e  a d d itio n  o f mok$a o r  'l ib e r a t io n ' to  
th e  t r a d i t io n a l  th re e  aims o f o rthodox Hindu so c ie ty  <puru$artha&), kama, arth a  and
1) Q Sntiparvan, 7 ,5 -10 .
2) For in s ta n c e , ib id .. 8, 10-16, 18, 20-23, 25, 161, 184, 226, 235, 261, 308; 
Anu9 asanaparvan , 2, 93,
3) For in s ta n c e , Q antiparvan , 169, 207-8, 212, 222, 284, 342,
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dharma. Mok$a r e f l e c t s  n iv p t t i  v a lues , w hile th e  o th e r  th re e  r e f l e c t  p r a v p tt i  va lues. 
However, a t  b e s t  t h i s  compromise was th e o re tic a l ;  and even some o f th e  v e rse s  th a t  
make I t  s t i l l  r e f l e c t  th e  d i f f ic u l ty  In p ra c t ic e  of lin k in g  p r a v p t t i  and n iv p t t i  
values: 'T h is c la s s  was c a lle d  th e  ir iv a rg a  ( t r ip le -d iv is io n )  by Svayaipbhu. Indeed, 
th e re  i s  a fo u r th  (d iv is io n ) c a lle d  mok$a, which is  a s e p a ra te  c la s s  and has a 
s e p a ra te  p u rp o se .11 As w ell, t h is  orthodox accep tance  o f a  fo u rth  aim of l i f e  was 
heav ily  q u a lif ie d , fo r  i t  was only a ccep tab le  a t  c e r ta in  s ta g e s  o f an in d iv id u a l 's  
l i f e .  T his b rought up a n o th e r and more im portan t a tte m p t a t  r e c o n c il ia t io n , th e  
a^rama th eo ry ,2 th e  d e ta i l s  o f which a re  fre q u e n tly  exp la ined  to  Y udh i? th ira . By 
th is  th eo ry  an in d iv id u a l 's  l i f e  should  in  su ccess io n  p a ss  th rough  th e  brahmcarya, 
gphastha, vanaprastha, and sarpnyasin  s ta g e s  o f l i f e .  During th e  f i r s t  and fo u r th  
s ta g e s , an in d iv id u a l 's  l i f e  would conform to  n iv p t t i  v a lu es , and to  p r a v p tt i  v a lues 
in th e  v i t a l  second s ta g e , The th i r d  o r vanaprastha  s ta g e  i s  an a ttem p t to  blend th e  
two approaches, fo r  h e re  th e  in d iv id u a l should  l iv e  a s  a saipnyasin  in  a fo re s t  
herm itage , but w ith  h is  w ife, and w hile con tinu ing  to  perform  s a c r i f ic e s .  By th is  
compromise Y u d h i? th ira 's  proposed r e t r e a t  to  th e  f o re s t  and pu rsuance  of mok$a was 
not wrong a s  such, ju s t  wrongly tim ed. However, a t  no tim e does Y udh isfh ira  show 
any p a r t ic u la r  en thusiasm  fo r  th i s  p ro ffe re d  compromise; and indeed Hindu so c ie ty  
g e n e ra lly  seems to  have shared  h is  f e e l in g s .3 Given th e  sc a le  o f Y u d h i§ ih ira 's  
dilemma, i t  was more in  th e  n a tu re  o f a c a p itu la t io n  to  p r a v p t t i  v a lu e s  than  a 
compromise.
In th e  end, Y udh i$ th ira  does g ive way (c a p itu la te ? )  to  h is  p r a v p t t i  opposition .
He a g re e s  to  tak e  th e  th ro n e  and r u le  h is  kingdom. His r e t r e a t  to  th e  f o re s t  i s  
d e fe rre d  to  l a t e r  l i f e ;  though even then  th e  g o a l i s  th e  p r a v p tt i  one of heaven and
1) T riv a rg a  i t i  v ik h y a to  gapa e$a  svayaipbhuva/
C atu rtho  mok?a ity e v a  p p th ag arth a li p rthaggaija t} // Q an tiparvan , 59.30.
2) For an a n a ly s is  o f th e  p ro ce ss  by which th e  heterodox  p ra c t ic e s  o f  th e  a s c e t ic s  
were a s s im ila te d  in to  orthodoxy as  th e  vanaprastha  and saipnyasin  s ta g e s  o f l i f e ,  
see  W.O. K aelber, 'The Brahmacarini Homology and C o n tin u ity  in Brahmapic R elig ion ', 
H isto ry  o f R elig ions, vol.21, no .l (1981), pp.77-99.
3) P ro fe sso r  O 'F laherty  has shown th e  inadequacy o f t h i s  compromise in  he r a n a ly s is  
o f Q a iv ite  m ythology. O 'F laherty , Ascetism  and E ro tic ism  ... op.cit^. pp.79-83,
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not th e  n iv p t t i  one o f mok$a, And s ig n if ic a n tly ,  i t  i s  th e i r  view of karma th a t  he 
ac ce p ts  by a g ree in g  to  perform  an e x p ia tio n  in  th e  form o f th e  g re a t  Horse™
S a c rif ic e .
Elsew here, though, th e  Mahabharata does o f fe r  an o th e r more s ig n if ic a n t  and 
u ltim a te ly  more s u c c e s s fu l  a tte m p t to  re c o n c ile  th e  way of ren u n c ia tio n  and i t s  
n iv p t t i  v a lu e s  w ith  th e  p r a v p tt i  o r ie n ta t io n  of orthodox so c ie ty . T his re c o n c il ia t io n  
i s  developed a t  len g th  by one o f th e  most p e rc ip ie n t o f orthodox th in k e rs , th e  
au th o r <s) of th e  Bhag-avadg'ita. However, as  we have seen, th e  s e e r  S a n a ts u ja ta  o f fe r s  
D h p ta ra s tra  a g lim pse o f t h i s  re v ise d  in te r p re ta t io n  o f th e  law of karma, by which 
i t  was no t th e  a c t i t s e l f  th a t  in e v ita b ly  led  to  ex p erien c in g  th e  consequences o r 
f r u i t ,  but th e  d e s ir e  fo r  th e  f r u i t  o f ac tio n . Karmic s u f f e r in g  and r e b i r th  then, 
were to  be avoided no t by r e t r e a t  to  th e  fo re s t  and th e  re n u n c ia tio n  o f ac tio n , but 
by the  re n u n c ia tio n  o f d e s ire . By th is  in te rp re ta t io n , an in d iv id u a l, so long a s  he 
renounced a l l  d e s ire , could con tinue  to  perform  th e  a c tio n s  and d u tie s  demanded by 
orthodox p r a v p tt i  s o c ie ty  w ithou t undergoing karmic s u f f e r in g  and re b ir th .  The 
advan tages o f th e  n iv p t t i  approach could be a tta in e d  w hile co n tin u in g  to  adhere  to  
th e  way o f p r a v p tt i . Whatsmore, though i t  had been adap ted  to  th e  req u irem en ts  o f 
p r a v p tt i  orthodoxy, th e  s t r i c t  lo g ic  o f th e  new law o f karma rem ained in ta c t .
With t h i s  s o lu tio n  a v a ila b le , we may wonder why Y udhl? 'th ira  should  spend th e  
whole o f th e  Qantiparvan  and A nufasanaparvan in  in n e r - c o n f lic t  and anguish . In term s 
o f th e  te x t ,  th e  sim ple answ er would be th a t  he d id  no t know o f i t ,  fo r  t h i s  
r e c o n c il ia t io n  i s  only exp la ined  to  Arjuna (who prom ptly f o rg e ts  i t ) ,  and in  some 
secrecy  to  D h p ta ra$ tra . The g re a t  bulk  o f th e  Mahabharata sh a re s  Y u d h i? fh ira 's  
ignorance and pays no heed to  th i s  compromise so lu tio n . The more norm al re a c tio n  of 
th e  Mahabharata to  th e  new th eo ry  o f karma was to  accep t th e  id ea  of 
tra n sm ig ra tio n ; but then  e i th e r  to  igno re  th e  new idea  o f karma in  favour o f th e  
p re-U pan i?ad ic  approach to  s in  and human ac tion , o r to  s e t  up th e  new law only to  
prom ptly knock i t  down by a llow ing  th e  ab ro g a tio n  o f s in , and th e  t r a n s f e r  o f s in  
and m erit. T his i s  n o t to  say th a t  th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma is  never recogn ised . I t
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does make an appearance In th e  more p h ilo so p h ica l s e c t io n s  o f th e  Mahabharata -  
no tab ly  th e  Mok$adharma and th e  A nugffa -  where th e  concern i s  p rim arily  w ith  
mok$a and n iv p t t i  v a lues . But th e  Mahabharata i s  overw helm ingly concerned w ith 
dharma and p r a v p tt i  values; and h e re  th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma i s  e i th e r  ignored o r is  
l i t t l e  more th an  a s tra w  man.
What a re  th e  consequences o f a l l  th is  fo r  th e  problem o f f a te  and f re e -w il l?  I t  
has a lre ad y  been argued  th a t  th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma p ro v id es  a q u i te  p la u s ib le  
s o lu tio n  to  th e  problem, To re c a p itu la te ,  by th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma, a l l  th a t  
happens to  an in d iv id u a l in  th is  l i f e  i s  determ ined  by th a t  in d iv id u a l 's  a c tio n s  in 
p rev ious liv e s ; and th e re fo re  th e  law o f karma ac ce p ts  th e  o rd e r  and p r e d ic ta b i l i ty  
of th e  d e te rm in is t ic  view o f th e  un iv erse . But f r e e -w il l  i s  a lso  accepted , fo r  th e  
lo t  o f th e  doer in  fu tu re  l iv e s  i s  being  determ ined by what he does in  th is  l i f e .  At 
any p a r t ic u la r  po in t in tim e, an in d iv id u a l i s  su b je c t to  th e  sway of d e te rm in is t ic  
fo rc e s  but i s  f re e  to  e x e rc is e  h is  own m eaningful choices. However, as th e  karmic 
stream  re p re s e n ts  th e  ex p e rien ces  o f one 's e l f '  viewed th rough  tim e, then  i t  is  
im portan t to  n o te  th a t  determ inism  i s  th e  r e s u l t  not o f o u ts id e  fo rc e s  beyond h is  
co n tro l, bu t o f h is  own p r io r  deeds. The in d iv id u a l s e l f  a lone  i s  th e  a r b i t e r  of h is  
own d es tin y ; and th e  th eo ry  shou ld  lay  to  r e s t  th e  g h o s ts  o f f a te ,  p re d e s tin a tio n  
and chance.
However, i t  i s  ap p aren t th a t  though th e  Mahabharata has much to  say about 
karma o r a c tio n , only a lim ite d  p o rtio n  o f th is  has any th ing  to  do w ith  th e  s t r i c t  
law of karma in  i t s  u n q u a lif ie d  form. And th e  rem ainder o f what th e  Mahabharata has 
to  say about karma does no t p rov ide  any t ru e  so lu tio n  to  th e  dichotomy of f a te  and 
f re e -w il l ,  b ecause  o f i t s  accep tance  o f th e  id eas  o f a b ro g a tio n  o f s in , and t r a n s f e r  
of s in  and m erit. For in s ta n c e , by th e  s t r i c t  law o f karma th e  s u f fe r in g s  
experienced  in  t h i s  l i f e  should  be a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  w rongs o f p rev ious liv e s , fo r  
which th e  In d iv id u a l, viewed as an e n t i ty  th rough  tim e, i s  d i r e c t ly  resp o n s ib le . 
However, th e  Mahabharata's co n s id e rab le  p reoccupation  w ith  ways to  avoid th e
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consequences o f s in  must work to  d e s tro y  th i s  sen se  o f d i r e c t  r e s p o n s ib il i ty . The 
em phasis i s  no t so  much on fac ing  up to  th e  consequences o f s in  a s  on escaping  
them. This could only encourage a r e f u s a l  to  t ru ly  accep t th a t  th e  f ru i t io n  o f p as t 
wrongs in  t h i s  l i f e  was r e a l ly  th e  c u rre n t in d iv id u a l 's  d i r e c t  r e s p o n s ib il i ty . 
C onsequently, th e  d e te rm in is t ic  s id e  o f th e  law of karma w ill  come to  seem lik e  any 
o th e r  im personal fo rce  beyond th e  c u rre n t in d iv id u a l 's  co n tro l. Karma is  no longer 
th e  deserved  f ru i t io n  o f p a s t deeds b u t an o th er term  fo r  in s c ru ta b le  f a t e  o r th e  
m isch ief o f th e  gods.
The id ea  o f t ra n s fe re n c e  o f s in  and m erit must a lso  f o s te r  th e  same a t t i t u d e  
tow ards karma. In p a r t ,  i t  must fu r th e r  weaken any se n se  o f r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  p a s t 
deeds. By th e  s t r i c t  law of karma, i t  ju s t  makes no sen se  i f  th e  karm ic stream  can 
be d iv e r te d  tow ards o th e r  people, The end r e s u l t  i s  th a t  th e  karm ic stream  w ill  
become d is s ip a te d  and lo s t ,  and no one In p a r t ic u la r  w ill  exp erien ce  th e  r e s u l t s  or 
f e e l  any re s p o n s ib il i ty . In ad d itio n , i f  s in  and m erit can be t r a n s fe r r e d  w illy  n i l ly  
amongst members of a fam ily  be th ey  p a s t  o r p re se n t, o r betw een s tr a n g e rs  or even 
betw een gods and men, then  th e  in d iv id u a l can sc a rc e ly  be considered  a s  an 
autonomous e n t i ty  in charge  o f h is  own d e s tin y . F a c to rs  th a t  a re  beyond th e  
in d iv id u a l 's  c o n tro l a re  as  im portan t in de term in ing  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  lo t  as  h is  own 
a c tio n s . Again, karma becomes l i t t l e  more than  in s c ru ta b le  fa te .
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C hapter 2: P re d e s tin a tio n  
B e lie f  in  p re d e s t in a tio n  and f a te  a r i s e  n a tu ra lly  from our ex p erien ces  as human 
beings. While th e  s t r i c t  th eo ry  o f karma p u rp o rted ly  p laced  th e  d e s tin y  o f th e  
in d iv id u a l in  h is  own hands, th e  d i f f ic u l ty  was th a t  t h i s  did not seem to  correspond 
to  th e  more e s s e n t ia l  ex p e rien ces  o f th e  unen ligh tened  in d iv id u a l 's  im m ediate l i f e .
At th e  le v e l  o f th e  tem poral in d iv id u a l, th e  very  knowledge o f th e  in e v i ta b i l i ty  of 
th e  dea th  which a w a its  a l l  must encourage b e lie f  in  some super-hum an power th a t  
de te rm ines  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  l if e - te rm . In ad d itio n , th e re  i s  th e  fe e lin g  th a t  many 
im portan t e v e n ts  in  l i f e  happen to , o r more c o rre c tly  come upon th e  in d iv id u a l from 
th e  o u ts id e  or th e  beyond; and th e  in d iv id u a l fe e ls  he has l i t t l e  o r no power to  
co n tro l o r change th e se . I t  i s  f e l t  th a t  what was done o r what happened was 'f a te d ' 
to  happen. The fe e lin g  may not correspond  to  r e a l i ty ,  bu t i t  i s  s t i l l  f e l t .
At th e  le v e l  o f s o c ie ty  and n a tu re , th e  same fe e l in g s  re a d i ly  a r is e . Once 
a g r ic u l tu re  had become th e  so u rce  o f liv e lih o o d , man was com pelled to  re ly  on 
n a tu re , th e  seaso n s, th e  w eather, and th e  s o i l  fo r  h is  su s te n a n c e  and su rv iv a l. In 
th e  cyc les  o f n a tu re  and th e  seasons, w ith th e i r  in v a r ia b le  b i r th  and death , 
g e n e ra tio n  and decay, i t  was only too  easy  to  pe rce iv e  th e  working o f a superhum an 
power (or pow ers) th a t  to o  o f te n  seemed inescapab le  and in v a r ia b le . T herefo re , from 
h is  own ex p e rien ces  th e  in d iv id u a l can come to  f e e l  th a t  th e  major, o r even a ll ,  
e v e n ts  o f l i f e  and th e  w orld around a re  'p re -d e s tin e d ' o r 'f a te d ' to  happen; and th a t  
they  a re  p rede term ined  by some superhum an power o r agency. Such fe e l in g s  a re  
probably  u n iv e r s a l , '
In th e  Mahabharata, b e l ie f  in  d e s tin y  and f a te  i s  p e rv a s iv e  indeed. They, r a th e r  
than  karma and in d iv id u a l e f f o r t ,  a re  probably th e  m ost commonly c a lle d  upon fa c to rs
1) For some g e n e ra l  d isc u ss io n  on th e  problem o f f a te  and p re d e s tin a tio n , s e e  H. 
Ringgren, 'The Problem of F a ta lism ' in  H. Ringgren <ed.), F a t a l i s t i c  B e lie fs  in 
Religion. F o lk lo re  and L i te ra tu re , pp.7-18; 'Human Freedom and F a ta lism ' in  R.T. 
Blackwood and A.L. Herman <eds.), Problems in  Philosophy: West and E ast, pp.357-60; 
and B.C. D ie trich , Death. F a te  and th e  Gods: The developm ent o f a r e l ig io u s  idea  in  
Greek po p u lar b e l ie f  and Homer, pp. 1-7.
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to  exp la in  human a c tio n  and change in  g en e ra l. Indeed, in  h is  e f f o r t s  to  come to  
term s w ith  th e s e  fe e l in g s  o f f a t e  and d e s tin y , Epic man has gone to  much e f f o r t  to  
d e fin e  and in te r p r e t  what i t  i s  th a t  happens to  him; and th e re  a re  innum erable 
s ta te m e n ts  in  th e  Mahabharata th a t  concern f a te  in one way o r an o th er. But 
a tte m p tin g  to  c la s s if y  th e se  s ta te m e n ts  i s  no easy  task .
At th is  p o in t, though, a b a s ic  d iv is io n  can be imposed betw een p re d e s tin a tio n  
and f a te  p roper, a lthough  th e  d is t in c t io n  i s  a t  tim es b lu rred . I t  i s  a lso  im portan t 
not to  confuse  th e s e  term s w ith th a t  of determ inism . Determ inism  m erely ho lds th a t  
a l l  e v e n ts  a re  caused. I f  we ask 'Caused by w hat?', th e  answ er would be 'Caused by 
p receding  e v e n ts '. But i f  we ask 'Caused by whom?', then  th e  answ er may be 'A 
p e rso n a l God' o r 'An im personal fo rc e '. I f  th e  answ er i s  a p e rso n a l god, we have 
p re d e s tin a tio n ; and i f  i t  i s  an im personal fo rce , then  we have f a te  p roper. So, fo r 
our purposes, p re d e s t in a tio n  may be considered  to  be th e  view th a t  e v e n ts  a re  fo re ­
o rdained  o r p re -p lan n ed  by a p e rso n a l God o r gods; w hile  f a te  i s  th e  view th a t  they  
a re  fo re -o rd a in e d  by some im personal fo rc e  o r power in  th e  un iv erse . According to  
both views, e v e n ts  happen accord ing  to  a p r io r  plan. W hether th i s  p lan  -  be i t s  
o r ig in s  p e rso n a l o r Im personal -  works fo r  good or i l l ,  w ith  reaso n  o r w ithou t, i s  
b esid e  th e  p o in t .1 In  th e  rem ainder o f th i s  ch ap te r we s h a l l  co n sid e r th e  problem of 
p re d e s tin a tio n .
Hinduism, lik e  m ost r e l ig io n s , p o s tu la te s  th e  e x is te n c e  o f e x t r a - t e r r e s t i a l  
p lan es  in h ab ite d  by beings th a t  a re  ab le  to  help  o r h in d er m o rta ls  in th e  a tta in m en t 
o f th e i r  s p i r i tu a l  and m a te r ia l  ends. The Hindu scheme o f e x is te n c e , though, is  
p a r t ic u la r ly  complex, and d i f f e r s  fundam entally  from our Sem itic  t r a d i t io n s ,  fo r
1) These 'd e f in i t io n s ' a re  lo o se ly  adap ted  from Blackwood and Herman, o p .c it., pp.357- 
8; bu t w ithou t th e  em phasis on com plete and u n a lte ra b le  p re -d e te rm in a tio n . 
However a p p ro p r ia te  t h i s  em phasis may be in  p h ilo so p h ica l d isco u rse , i t  i s  no t 
p a r t ic u la r ly  re le v a n t  o r u s e fu l  in  a c o n s id e ra tio n  o f th e  more popular view s of 
p re d e s t in a tio n  and f a te  to  be found in th e  S a n sk rit Epic l i t e r a tu r e .
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th e re  a re  many d i f f e r e n t  p lan es  and c a te g o rie s  o f d iv in e  b e in g s .1 I t  fo llow s th a t  
th e  a b i l i ty  o f d iv ine  be ings to  bestow  on man h is  f a te , o r  sim ply to  meddle in  human 
a f f a i r s ,  d i f f e r s  w ith  th e i r  p o s itio n  in  th e  o rd er o f c re a tio n . T herefo re , be fo re  we 
can a s s e s s  th e  n a tu re  and d eg ree  o f d iv ine  in te r fe re n c e  in  human a f f a i r s ,  i t  is  
f i r s t  n e c essa ry  to  g ive  c o n s id e ra tio n  to  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  Epic u n iv erse , and the  
p o s itio n  occupied in  i t  by man and by d iv in e  beings.
At no s ta g e , however, i s  th e re  a uniform  or w e ll- e s ta b lis h e d  cosmogony in  the  
Hindu t r a d i t io n ,  such as  may be found fo r  in s ta n c e  in  th e  f i r s t  c h ap te r o f G enesis.2 
While th e re  i s  g r e a te r  u n ifo rm ity  in  th e  Mahabharata th an  in  th e  Vedic period , i t  is  
s t i l l  q u i te  im possib le  to  reduce  th e  v a r ie ty  o f opinion on th e  o r ig in  o f th e  world 
to  be found in  th e  M ahabharata to  one o rdered  scheme. F o r tu n a te ly  i t  i s  no t 
n e c essa ry  fo r  our pu rposes to  so lv e  a l l  th e  co m p lex itie s  o f Epic cosmogony,3 le t  
a lone  cosmology;4 what i s  im portan t i s  to  b ring  out th e  p r in c ip a l  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f 
th e  Hindu view of c re a tio n .
Epic cosmogonic m yths do not norm ally begin a t th e  a b so lu te  beginning  fo r  they 
tak e  fo r  g ra n te d  th e  p r io r  e x is te n c e  o f some o r ig in a l  elem ent o r f i r s t  p r in c ip le , be 
t h is  im personal or personal.®  From th i s  f i r s t  p r in c ip le  th e  u n iv e rse  comes fo r th  by 
a v a r ie ty  o f p o ss ib le  means: a p ro ce ss  o f n a tu r a l  ev o lu tio n , s e lf -g e n e ra t io n ,
1) As one puzzled  e a r ly  European rem arked o f India: 'Here th e re  a re  more gods than  
men.' C ited  in W.D. O 'F laherty , 'Hinduism ' in  R. Cavendish (ed.), Mythology; An 
I l l u s t r a te d  Encyclopaedia, p, 14
2) H. Jacobi, 'Cosmogony and Cosmology (Indian)' in R. H astings  (ed.), Encyclopaedia o f
R elig ion  and E th ics , vol. 4, pp. 155-60; and J. Muir, O rig in a l S a n sk rit T exts,
v o l.4, pp.3-62 .
3) As Hopkins comments on Dak?a's convoluted p a re n tag e  and h is  num erous w ives and 
progeny: 'I f  one b e lie v e s  in  th e  u n ity  o f th e  ep ic  one has a p r e t ty  ta sk  h e re .’
E.W. Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 190
4) 'Ind ian  cosmology has no t been a popu lar su b je c t, even w ith  modern In d o lo g is ts . I t
does no t lead  anywhere. ... But th e  most d isco u rag in g  f e a tu re  o f t r a d i t io n a l  
Indian cosmology i s  no t i t s  f a n ta s t ic  and u n c r i t ic a l  c h a ra c te r , but i t s  
com plexity .' See R.F. Gombrich, 'A ncient Ind ian  Cosmology' in  C. B lacker and M.
Loewe (eds.), Ancient Cosm ologies, p. 110.
5) F.B.J. Kuiper.'The B asic Concept o f Vedic R elig ion ', H isto ry  o f R elig ions, vol. 15 
(1975), p. 109. On th e  o r ig in s  o f th i s  th e  words o f th e  Veda (10.129.7) rem ain 
t ru e  th roughou t: 'Whence th i s  c re a tio n  has a r is e n  -  perhaps i t  formed i t s e l f ,  o r 
perhaps i t  d id  no t -  th e  one who looks down on i t ,  in th e  h ig h e s t heaven, only he 
knows -  o r perhaps he does no t know.' W.D. O 'F laherty  ( tra n s .) , The Rig Veda: An
Aflth filPgy, pp.25-26.
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prim eval s a c r i f ic e ,  d i r e c t  c re a tio n  by a god o r dem iurge, o r a m ix tu re  o f th ese . Now, 
fo r  th e  p ro ce ss  o f e v o lu tio n  to  tak e  p lace, th e re  was no n e c essa ry  requ irem ent fo r  a 
p e rso n a l c re a to r  a t  a ll ; ,  and in  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l s e c tio n s  o f th e  Mahabharata -  
e s p e c ia lly  th e  Saipkhya and Yoga s e c tio n s  -  th e  t r i p l e  world does evolve from a 
s t a t e  o f p rim o rd ia l u n ity  (i.e . p ra k p ti) th rough  i t s  own in n er dynamic. However, the  
pu re ly  p h ilo so p h ica l th e o r ie s  o f c re a tio n  need not concern us h e re  fo r  th ey  a re  
l i t t l e  concerned w ith  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f th e  Hindu pantheon o r th e  doings o f th e  Hindu 
world of p r a v r t t i .  We s h a l l  see, though, th a t  v a rio u s  m ytho log ica l accoun ts  o f 
c re a tio n  have been in flu en ced  by th e  p h ilo so p h ica l approach.
For th e  most p a r t ,  in  th e  Mahabharata*s cosmogonic m yths i t  i s  sim ply assumed 
th a t  a suprem e d iv in e  agen t (or a g e n ts )  is  n ecessa ry  a t  some s ta g e  fo r th e  f u l l  
emergence o f th e  t r i p l e  world, w ith  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  norm ally  being  a t t r ib u te d  to  
Brahma, o r Vi?pu, and le s s  o f te n  to  £iva. In th e  fu lly  developed Hindu t r a d i t io n ,  th e  
th re e  g re a t  gods a re  supposed to  form a t r i n i t y ,  w ith Brahma th e  c re a to r , Vi$pu the  
p re se rv e r , and Qiva th e  d e s tro y e r . At b e s t t h i s  arrangem ent was th e o re t ic a l ,  fo r  th e  
s e c ta r ia n  fo llo w ers  o f each o f th e  gods came to  b e lie v e  th a t  t h e i r  chosen d e ity  
f u l f i l le d  a l l  th re e  fu n c tio n s . The e x is te n c e  o f th e  o th e r  two gods i s  no t norm ally 
denied, but th e i r  p o s it io n  o f su b o rd in a tio n  i s  made dem eaningly o b v ious.1 Over tim e 
th e  r e a l  lo se r  was Brahma who, a s  th e  p e rso n if ie d  form o f th e  u n iv e rs a l  world power 
brahman, was vaguer and le s s  app ea lin g  to  popu lar im ag ina tion  than  h is  p r in c ip a l 
r iv a l s .2 However, in  Epic cosmology Brahma s t i l l  o ccup ies a p o s it io n  of im portance. 
Many o f th e  M ahabharata's c re a tio n  myths r e c a l l  an e a r l i e r  tim e when Brahma was a t  
once c re a to r , p re s e rv e r  and d e s tro y e r , th u s  combining in  h im se lf th e  fu n c tio n s  l a t e r
1) In one V aig ijav ite  myth, fo r  in s ta n c e , i t  i s  sa id  th a t  Brahma was born o f 
N arayapa 's  g rac e  (p ra sa d a jo >, w hereas Rudra a ro se  from h is  anger 
(krodhasaipbhavat.i). Then th e  two gods perform  c re a tio n  and d e s tru c tio n  in 
accordance w ith  th e  in s t r u c t io n s  ( adegita>  o f Vi?pu. They a re  m erely in s tru m en ts  
(.nlmittamatraip), ((Jantiparvan, 328. 12-17) E lsew here Qiva i s  even sa id  to  be 
Brahm a's son (p u tra# ) fo r  he was born from Brahma's fo rehead  ( la la taprabhavah>. 
(Q antiparvan, 338.11-13).
2) Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 189
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ap p ro p ria te d  by Vi$pu and Q iva.1
In th e  Qantiparvan, i t  i s  r e la te d  how in th e  beg inn ing  th e r e  was no th ing  but an 
im m easurable w atery  w aste, com pletely  s i l e n t  and covered  in  darkness. In tim e 
Brahma, o r th e  G ran d fa th e r as he i s  h e re  ca lled , was born from th i s  u n d if fe re n tia te d  
p rim o rd ia l u n ity ; and he proceeded to  c re a te  th e  tem poral and s p a t i a l  dim ensions of 
th e  t r i p l e  world. Brahma c re a te d  a ir ,  f i r e ,  sun, th e  sky, th e  heavens, th e  underw orld, 
th e  e a r th , th e  q u a r te rs ,  th e  year, th e  seasons, th e  months, and so on. Then, tak ing  
on a c o rp o rea l body ( fa r in a #  lokasthaiji s th a p a y itv a >, Brahma bego t sons o f g re a t  
energy (u tta m a te ja sa li>. Brahm a's sons were th e  r $ is  and brahm ins M arici, A tri, 
P u lasty a , Pulaha, K ratu, Vasi?theii A hgiras and P ra c e ta s , a s  w ell a s  th e  pow erfu l god 
Lord Rudra. Now P ra c e ta s  had a son c a lle d  Dak?a who begot s ix ty  d au g h te rs , and a l l  
th e  brahmin accep ted  them fo r  th e  sake o f b e g e tt in g  o ffsp r in g . In tu rn , from
th e se  o f fs p r in g  th e  whole u n iv e rse  o f m obile and immobile c re a tu re s  a ro se , Including  
th e  gods, th e  a n c e s to rs , gandharvast a psaras , rak§asast b ird s , anim als, f is h e s , snakes 
and so on.:2
Then Brahma, th e  G rand fa the r o f a l l  th e  w orlds, d ec la re d  to  h is  c re a tu re s  the  
e te rn a l  te a c h in g s  o f th e  Vedas <gagvataip vedapathltam >. The dharma th a t  he 
proclaim ed was accep ted  by th e  gods (the  A dityas, Vasus, Rudras e tc .)  and th e  g re a t  
p ? ls  (Bhpgu, A tri, A ngiras, th e  Siddhas, Ka$yapa, V a s i? th a ( Gautama, Agastya, Narada, 
e tc .) . However, th e  danavas (H irapyakagipu, H iraoyakga, V irocana, Qaijibara, V ip ra c itt i ,  
Prahvada, Namuci, B ali, and so  on) chose to  d is re g a rd  th e  in s t r u c t io n  o f th e  
G rand fa ther (.pitamahagasanam>. F ille d  w ith  anger and g reed  (krodhalobhasamanvitafr) 
th ey  worked fo r  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  dharma (dharmasyapacayaip cakruh), Resolved 
on adharma (adharmanigcayah), th ey  tra n s g re s s e d  a l l  th e  b a r r i e r s  o f dharma, and 
enjoyed them selves (dharmasetumatikramya rem ire ). C onsidering  them selves equal in  
b i r th  w ith th e  gods, they  vied  w ith  them and th e  p?is. And, th rough  p rid e  (darpad)
1) For a re c e n t a n a ly s is  o f Brahm a's e a r l i e r  im portance and subsequen t d ec line , see  
G. Bailey, The Mythology o f Brahma.
2) Q antiparvan , 160, 11-20.
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they  showed no com passion fo r  o r a ttachm en t to  o th e r  c re a tu r e s  (na priyaip 
napyanukrogaip cakrurbhute$u') in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld . With th e  fo rc e  o f th e i r  arms, they  
h a ra sse d  a l l  c re a tu re s  (.daptfena rurudhuh prajal)).'* So, fo r  th e  w e lfa re  o f h is  
c re a tio n , Brahma c e le b ra te d  a g re a t  s a c r i f ic e ;  and from th e  s a c r i f ic e  is su e d  a 
fearsom e and t e r r ib l e  f ig u re  c a lle d  a s l  o r sword, Brahma gave th e  sword to  Rudra 
who commenced a g re a t  s la u g h te r  o f th e  demons.
In t h i s  myth Brahma i s  undoubtedly  th e  suprem e God, th e  f i r s t  born from the  
prim eval w a te rs , His r o le  i s  no t r e a l ly  th a t  o f a c re a to r  in  th e  Old Testam ent sense  
o f th e  word, where God c re a te s  th e  world ex n ih ilo  or o u t o f no th ing , In s te a d  Brahma 
s t a r t s  th e  p ro cess  o f th e  d i f f e r e n t ia t io n  o f th e  p rim al u n d if f e re n t ia te d  un ity , 
producing th e  e s s e n t ia l  c o n tr a s ts  which c o n s t i tu te  th e  evolved phenomenal world -  
heaven, e a r th , th e  netherw orld , th e  q u a r te rs ,  l ig h t  and dark, male and fem ale e tc . In 
p a r t ic u la r ,  once s ta r te d  by Brahma th e  p roduction  o f th e  f u l l  a rra y  o f d iv e rse  
c re a tu re s  seem s to  be a s e l f - s u s ta in in g  and n a tu ra lly  evo lv ing  p rocess . With Brahma 
as th e  s t a r t i n g  p o in t, t h i s  e v o lu tio n  o f c re a tu re s  occu rs  in  an h ie ra rc h ic a l  fash ion , 
th e  d ire c tio n  o f which i s  ever downward and outw ard. A lthough i t  m ight be expected  
th a t  th e  le s s e r  gods would be c re a te d  f i r s t ,  th is  i s  no t so. In s te a d  Brahma f i r s t  
produces th e  Seven R$is, and th e  god Rudra OJiva), who i s  very  much a su b o rd in a te  
d e ity  here . As we s h a l l  see , though lik e  gods, th e se  p $ is  a re  n o n e th e le ss  not 
im m ortals. They a re  th e  s in g e rs  o f old  who 'saw ' th e  Vedas, and they  a re  th e  
a n c e s to rs  o f m o rta l men. In many r e s p e c ts  they  a re  in te rm e d ia te  betw een gods and 
men.2 These m o rta l s e e r s  then  a c t a s  dem iurges b e g e tt in g  a l l  c re a tu re s  on th e  
e x t r a - f e r t i l e  d a u g h te rs  o f Dak$a. T herefo re , th e  le s s e r  gods, demons, and a l l  o th e r  
d iv ine  and se m i-d iv in e  c re a tu re s  a re  u ltim a te ly  th e  progeny o f th e  m orta l s e e rs . 
However no d e ta i le d  genealogy i s  provided.
But th e  c re a tu re s  produced a re  c h a ra c te r is e d  by c o n tr a s ts  in  th e i r  n a tu re s . And . 
when Brahma lay s  down th e  dharma -  which in  th is  c o n tex t seem s to  be a s e t  o f
1) Ib id ,. 160.21-30,
2) See below, p p ,312-39; and Hopkins, Epic Mythology. p,178,
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in ju n c tio n s  fo r  th e  o rdered  fu n c tio n in g  o f th e  t r ip le -w o r ld  -  th e s e  c o n tra s tin g  
n a tu re s  come to  th e  fo re . Gods and men choose th e  co u rse  o f dharma and order; w hile 
th e  demons choose th e  way o f adharma and d iso rd e r. A dm ittedly, th e re  is  some 
ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th e  demons' f e e lin g s  o f anger and h u r t  p rid e , fo r  th e i r  claim  to  
equal b i r th  i s  q u ite  ju s t i f i e d  g iven  th e i r  p o s itio n  on th e  s c a le  o f ev o lu tio n . But 
th e i r  claim  w ith  th e  gods cannot be allow ed to  s ta n d  fo r  t h e i r  demonic n a tu re  makes 
them favour adharma and d iso rd e r , and th u s  they  endanger th e  o rd ered  fu n c tio n in g  of 
th e  t r ip le -w o r ld  and th e  w e lfa re  o f i t s  c re a tu re s . Brahma th e re fo re  in te rv e n e s  to  
en su re  th e  m aintenance o f dharma, which must p re v a il  fo r  th e  p re s e rv a tio n  o f the  
tr ip le -w o r ld . In o th e r  words, Brahm a's c re a tio n  is  n o t j u s t  h ie ra rc h ic a l ,  i t  i s  a lso  
in h e re n tly  u n s ta b le : in s t a b i l i t y  i s  b u i l t  in to  i t s  very  c o re .1
In th e  Adiparvan , th e re  a re  to  be found two f u r th e r  cosmogonic myths in  which 
Brahma is  unden iab ly  th e  suprem e God. The f i r s t  i s  l i t t l e  more th an  a quick summary, 
w hile th e  second i s  p robably  th e  lo n g e s t in  th e  e n t i r e  Epic. At th e  very  beginning 
o f th e  Adiparvan Ugraqravas re c o u n ts  th a t  when da rkness  a lone  covered a l l  th e re  was 
found one g re a t  Egg (brhadaptfamabhudekaip), th e  im perishab le  seed  o f c re a tu re s  
<prajanaip bijamakgayam>. T his Egg r e s te d  on th e  e te r n a l  brahman (brahma sanatanam); 
and a t  th e  beginning  o f th e  Tug's i t  c o n s ti tu te d  th e  g re a t  d iv ine  cause  (nim ittaip  ... 
mahaddivyam). The f i r s t  being born (jaj(ffe) from th e  Egg was th e  G ran d fa th e r 
<pitam aho), th e  so le  Lord P ra ja p a t i  (.prabhurekah p ra ja p a ti^ )  and te a c h e r  o f th e  gods 
(suraguruh>, a lso  known a s  Brahma. T h e re a f te r  c re a tio n  seem ingly  proceeded le s s  from 
th e  d ire c t  a c t iv i ty  o f Brahma h im se lf, o r some appo in ted  dem iurge, than  th rough  a
1) Compare th e  a n c ie n t t r a d i t io n  iitlh a sa ip  puratanajp) concern ing  th e  in s t ru c t io n  of 
th e  snakes, th e  gods, th e  and demons by P ra ja p a ti , th e  Lord o f C rea tu res .
S eated  around P ra ja p a t i  they  ask  what would be to  t h e i r  b e n e f i t  (greyo naifi. The 
Lord o f C re a tu re s  m erely u t te r e d  th e  sac red  sound AUM, which i s  brahman in  one 
s y lla b le  (ekakgaraip brahman'), Now th e  snakes in te rp re te d  AUM a s  b i tin g  
(presum ably by n o tin g  th e  movement o f th e  lip s ) , th e  gods a s  dana or g iv ing  
g i f t s ,  th e  r $ ls  as dama o r s e l f - r e s t r a i n t ,  and th e  demons as dambha o r pride. 
Thus, though they  rec e iv e d  th e  same in s tru c t io n , th ey  a l l  in te rp re te d  i t  
d i f f e r e n t ly  and chose d i f f e r e n t  d isp o s itio n s . However, th e  in h e re n t assum ption  
would seem to  be th a t  t h e i r  choice was bound by th e  n a tu re s  w ith  which they  had 
been c re a te d . See A^vamedhikaparvan, 26 .6- i 1.
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p ro cess  o f s e l f -g e n e ra t io n  from th e  im perishab le  seed s  o f th e  p rim o rd ia l Egg. 
Presum ably th e  seed s  w ith in  th e  Egg c o n s t i tu te  th e  developed tr ip le -w o r ld  in 
p o te n t ia l  form. The 'b irth*  o f Brahma is  th e  f i r s t  s te p  in  th e  world of p o te n t ia l i ty  
becoming th e  world o f r e a l i ty .
Thus, a f t e r  th e  b i r th  o f Brahma, th e re  came fo r th  Dak?a and th e  seven sons of 
Dak?a, and then  a ro se  th e  tw en ty -one  Lords o f C re a tu re s  (prajanarp patayah), 
T h e re a f te r  th e  a s s o r te d  gods -  th e  Vi$ve Devas, th e  A dityas, th e  Vasus, th e  A lvins -  
as w ell a s  th e  yak?as, sadhyas, p igacas, guhyakas, a n c e s to rs , brahm ins, and ro y a l 
s e e r s  a ro se  (prasutah'). A ll to ld  33 thousand, 33 hundred and 33 gods came in to  
being. As w ell, th e  s p a t i a l  and tem poral dim ensions -  heaven, e a r th , atm osphere, 
space, th e  year, th e  months, th e  se aso n s  and so on -  a l l  came fo r th . The v a rio u s  
lin e a g es  o f m o rta l men -  th e  Kurus, Yadus, B haratas e tc  -  and o th e r  c re a tu re s  in  a l l  
t h e i r  v a r ie ty  a ro se  from th e  num erous progeny o f th e  Sun, V iv a sv a t.1
A fte r  s e lf -g e n e r a t io n  is  com plete, decay and d e s tru c tio n  fo llow  ju s t  a s  su re ly ; 
fo r 'a l l  t h i s  world i s  thrown to g e th e r  ag a in  when th e  d e s tru c tio n  of th e  Yuga 
comes.12 And th i s  cycle, l ik e  th e  seasons, proceeded w ithou t end: 'Thus, w ithou t 
beginning and w ithou t end, t h i s  Wheel (of E x istence) r o l l s  on in  th e  world causing  
being  and d e s tru c tio n  -  beginning  le s s  and e n d le s s . '3
A much f u l l e r  g e n e a lo g ic a l account qu ick ly  fo llow s in  th e  Adiparvan when King 
Janam ejaya ask s  to  h e a r th e  o r ig in s  ( saipbhavaip> of a l l  c re a tu re s . Vai^aippayana's 
account beg ins w ith  Brahma -  whose o r ig in s  a re  no t m entioned -  who had s ix  sons, 
th e  g re a t  p ? is  M arlci, A tri, A hglras, P u lasty a , Pulaha and K ratu. In ste a d  o f th e  more 
norm al means o f p ro c re a tio n , a l l  were born from Brahm a's mind Cm anas alp), presum ably 
th e  idea  being th a t  he sim ply w illed  them in to  e x is te n ce . Now, M arlci begot a son 
Ka^yapa (who i s  h e re  id e n t if ie d  w ith  Dak?aA>, who in  tu rn  bego t th i r te e n  dau g h te rs ,
1) Adiparvan, 1 .27-45.
2) Punah saipkgipyate sarvaip ja g a tp ra p te  y u g ak say e // ib id .. 1.36.
3) Evam etadanadyantain bhutasaipharakarakam /
Anadinidhanaip loke cakraip s a ip p a r iv a r ta te / /  ib id .. 1.38.
4) cf. Ib id .. 60.33.
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A diti, D iti, Danu, K ala, Anayus, Siiphika, Muni, Krodha, P rava , A ri?ta> V inata , K apila 
and Kadru; and 'from  them a ro se  pow erfu l sons and g randsons w ithou t e n d .'1
From A d iti were born th e  tw elve A dityas who were lo rd s  o f th e  world 
(.bhuvanegvarafr) -  Dhatp, M itra, Aryaman, Indra, Varuna, Ah^a, Bhaga, V ivasvat, Pu?an, 
Savitp , T v a e t r  and Vi§i)u. However, to  save  th e  las t-nam ed  from too  in fe r io r  a b irth , 
a probably  l a t e r  V ai?i?avite bard has added th e  q u a l i f ie r  th a t  Vi?i?u exceeded a l l  th e  
o th e r  A dityas in  ex cellence ,
From D iti th e re  was only one son, th e  d a itya  H iranyaka^ipu; and he had f iv e  
g re a t-s o u le d  sons -  P rah rada , Saiphrada, Anuhrada, Qibi and B a?kala. P rah rada  begot 
th re e  sons, V irocana, Kumbha, and Nikumbha. V irocana had only one son, th e  sp lend id  
<pra tapavan ) Bali; and h is  son was th e  g re a t  asura  Bai?a, From Danu were born fo r ty  
sons, a l l  danavas, The f i r s t  was th e  renowned King V ip r a c i t t i  and th e re  follow ed 
such n o ta b le  danavas a s  Qambara, Namuci, Puloman and so on, T he ir sons and 
grandsons were innum erable (asaipkhyeyafr),
Siiyihika gave b ir th  to  th e  asura  Rahu, th e  foe o f th e  sun and th e  moon; and from 
K rura were born e n d le ss  sons and g randsons named Krodhavaq:as ('power of anger') , 
who were o f c ru e l  deeds and c ru s h e rs  o f t h e i r  enem ies (krurakarmarimardanah). From 
Anayus were born fo u r asura  sons, V ik^ara, Bala, V Ira and Vptra; and from K ala were 
born th e  K aleyas who, l ik e  Time i t s e l f ,  were pow erfu l and d e s tru c t iv e  danavas. As 
w ell, V in a ta  gave b i r th  to  b ird s , Kadru to  snakes, Muni to  v a rio u s  g re a t  gandharvas, 
and P rav a  to  th e  rac e  o f a p sa ra s , and to  more gandharvas (a lthough  th is  i s  a lso  
a t t r ib u te d  to  K ap ila),s
But then , w ith  s c a rc e ly  a though t fo r  con sis ten cy , Vai^arppayana r e l a te s  what 
might be con sid e red  a s  a d d it io n a l  d e ta i l ;  or as  a s e p a ra te , i f  more confused, 
c re a tio n  genealogy. T his account r e p e a ts  th e  same l i s t  o f Brahm a's s ix  m ind-born 
sons, and then  adds th a t  from P u la s ty a  came th e  ra k $ a sa s , th e  apes and klmnara\ and
1) E tasaip viryasarppannaip pu trapau tram anan takam / ib id ., 59.13.
2) Ib id .. 59 .7-50 .
116
from Pulaha came th e  deer, lio n s , t ig e r s  and kiippuru$as, However, accord ing  to  th is  
account Brahma had th re e  f u r th e r  sons: P ra ja p a ti  who begot th e  e ig h t Vasu gods; and 
Dhatp and V idhatp, One o f P r a ja p a t i 's  sons, ca lled  Dhruva, begot th e  Lord Time who 
d r iv e s  on th e  world <bhag-avankaio lokaprakalanaft), And Dak§a, i t  i s  now re la te d , was 
born from th e  r ig h t  thumb of Brahma, and h is  w ife from Brahm a's l e f t  thumb; and on 
he r th e  sage  begot no t th i r te e n  d a u g h te rs  bu t f i f ty ,  te n  o f whom he gave to  Dharma, 
tw en ty -sev en  to  Heaven, and th i r te e n  to  Kaqyapa. The o r ig in s  o f Dharma, h e re  
p e rso n ifie d , were a lso  o f a r a th e r  e x c ep tio n a l kind. He emerged from th e  body of 
Brahma by b reak ing  open th e  God's r ig h t  b r e a s t .1
The genealogy  o f mankind i s  no t d i re c t ly  d e ta ile d  here , a lthough  born they  
c e r ta in ly  a re , and f a u l te d  a t  th a t .  According to  th e  te x t:  'Adharma, th e  d e s tro y e r  o f 
a l l  beings, was born th e re  from th e  c re a tu re s  who, d e s iro u s  o f food, began devouring 
each o th e r .1:2
Adharma's w ife was N irp ti ( 'D e s tru c tio n ')  fo r  which reaso n  th e  ra k$asas  were 
known as  N airp tas . And N irp ti  gave b i r th  to  th re e  t e r r ib l e  sons who alw ays d e lig h te d  
in e v il  deeds (papakarm aratah sada), Fear (bbayo), G reat Danger (mababbayas) and 
Death (m ptyus).:3
However, a l i t t l e  f u r th e r  on in  th e  Adiparvan, Vai^aippayana r e l a t e s  th a t  Dak?a, 
d e s ir in g  to  c re a te , made <abhisarpdadhe) f i f t y  d au g h te rs , te n  o f whom he gave to  
Dharma, th i r te e n  to  Kaqiyapa, and tw en ty -sev en  to  th e  Moon. Upon th e  c h o ices t o f h is  
th i r te e n  wives, Ka^yapa begot th e  A dityas, Indra , and th e  o th e r  gods, inc lud ing  
V ivasvat. V ivasvat bego t Yama V aivasvata, th e  god o f death . Yama begot Martapqia* and 
th e  w ise Manu was born h is  son; and from Manu were born men -  th e  brahm ins, 
k p a tr iy a s  and so on.4
This d e ta i le d  genealogy re in fo rc e s  what th e  e a r l i e r  c re a tio n  myths suggest:
1) Ib id .. 60 .1-49 .
2) P ra jan  amannakaman amanyonyaparibhak$a$ a t /
A dharm astatra  saijija tab  sa rv a b h u tav in a ^ a n a b // ib id .. 60.52.
3) Ib id .. 60 .52-3 . 4> Ib id .. 70 .7-13.
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'c re a t io n 1 p roceeds outw ard from a c e n tr a l  po in t th rough  a s e r ie s  o f h ie ra rc h ic a l  
s te p s . The d e ta i l ,  though, h ig h lig h ts  ano ther im portan t c h a ra c te r is t ic :  a l l  c re a tu re s
a re  in te r r e la te d .  In p a r t ic u la r ,  gods, demons, rak?asas  and snakes a re  a l l  u ltim a te ly  
h a lf -b ro th e r s ;  and th e i r  in te rm in ab le  feuds th u s  have a fam ily r in g  to  them. And 
again  man, as  re p re se n te d  by th e  p$is, occupies a p o s itio n  o f im portance in the  
ev o lu tio n  o f th e  t r ip le -w o r ld . However, in  th i s  myth a new elem ent of i n s t a b i l i ty  is  
in troduced  in to  th e  o rdered  fu n c tio n in g  o f th e  t r ip le -w o r ld . B esides th e  adharm ic 
p re fe re n c e s  of demons and rakpasas, Brahma's c re a tio n  o f men is  fa u l te d  fo r  they 
a re  born a f f l i c te d  by hunger. In th e  Hindu t r a d i t io n  th e re  i s  n o th in g  more 
d is ru p tiv e  o f s o c ia l  o rd e r  th an  hunger. In th is  in s tan ce , c re a tu re s  a ttem p t to  s a te  
th e i r  hunger by devouring  each o th e r , and from th i s  ac t Adharma <not s u rp r is in g ly )  
i s  born.
Man, o r a t  l e a s t  Manu, th e  p ro g e n ito r  o f man, occup ies an even more im portan t 
p o s itio n  in a n o th e r c re a tio n  myth o f a q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  form. In th i s  myth Manu is  
now the  son not o f Martangta but o f V ivasvat, who is  h e re  c a lle d  a g re a t  se e r . Now 
Manu p ra c tis e d  awesome tapas (so  a tapya ta  tapo g-horaiji) fo r  10,000 years . While so 
engaged on th e  bank o f th e  r iv e r  V lr io i, a t in y  f is h  swam up to  him and prayed fo r 
h is  p ro te c tio n  from th e  b ig  f is h , fo r  th e  s tro n g e r  f is h  alw ays consume th e  weaker. 
Manu was f i l l e d  w ith  com passion and cared  fo r  th e  f is h  a s  a son. He f i r s t  p laced  i t  
in a sm all w a te r - ja r ,  and then  a s  i t  grew la rg e r  he p laced  i t  in  a pond and then  the  
Gahga. And as  th e  f is h  con tinued  to  grow Manu p u lled  th e  now huge c re a tu re  from 
th e  Ganga in to  th e  ocean. This done, th e  g re a t  f is h  warned Manu th a t  th e  tim e had 
come fo r  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  w orld ( l i t .  'w ashing away' saipprak$alanakalo  ... 
lokanaipyt and th u s  a huge flood  would d e s tro y  e v e ry th in g  s ta n d in g  o r moving. The 
f is h  in s t ru c te d  Manu to  b u ild  a s tu rd y  a rk  (naugca ... dpdha) and to  embark on i t  
w ith  th e  Seven R ?is and 'a l l  th e  seed s  (of c re a tu re s )  m entioned by me b e fo re . '1 In
tr ip le -w o r ld  a re  u ltim a te ly  a n c e s to rs  o f Brahma, and to  one degree  o r an o th e r
1) B ija n i ca iva  s a rv a p i  y a th o k ta n i maya p u ra /  A rapyakaparvan, 185,30.
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time th e  d e s t r u c t iv e  flood came, and th e  g r e a t  f is h  came to  Manu and towed th e  ark 
a c ro s s  th e  tu rb u le n t  ocean fo r  many years , u n t i l  th e  a rk  was moored to  the  h ig h es t  
peak of th e  Himalayas. Thus did Manu, the  p ro g en i to r  of mankind, and the  Seven R§is 
a lone in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  su rv iv e  the  g r e a t  d e s t r u c t iv e  flood. Then the  f ish  
addressed  Manu and th e  Seven R§is: 'I  am Brahma, the  Lord o f  C rea tu res :  th e re  i s  
no th ing  found su p e r io r  to  me.'1 Thereupon Brahma, r a t h e r  than do the  job him self, 
bade Manu to  be h i s  c re a t iv e  demiurge: 'By Manu, a l l  c r e a tu re s ,  gods, asuras, and men 
a re  to  be c rea ted ,  and a l l  th e  worlds, t h a t  which moves and moves not. ... And 
through my g race  he w i l l  make no e r r o r  in c re a t in g  c r e a tu r e s .1:2 And so, engaging in 
mighty tapas  ( tapasa  mahata yu k tah ) Manu began to  c r e a te  a l l  c r e a tu r e s .3
In t h i s  myth th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of the  t r i p l e  world, d iv ine  be ings  and a l l ,  i s  
brought about by water. All a re  q u i te  l i t e r a l l y  washed away. Renewal, though, i s  
e f fe c te d  th rough  th e  medium of Brahma who p re se rv es  Manu, th e  Seven R?is, and the  
•seeds' o f  a l l  c re a tu re s .  In t h i s  in s tance ,  th e  ark  i s  the  eq u iv a len t  o f  the  
p r im ord ia l  Egg, con ta in ing  w ith in  i t  in p o t e n t ia l  form a l l  c r e a tu r e s  o f  the  t r i p l e ­
world. However, in the  subsequen t renew al of the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  Brahma la rg e ly  
a b ro g a te s  h i s  c r e a t iv e  r o le  and d e le g a te s  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to  h i s  demiurge Manu. And 
i t  f a l l s  to  Manu to  renew not j u s t  men, but even gods and asuras.
In a l l  t h e s e  myths Brahma i s  undeniably  the  supreme God, and p r in c ip a l  agent 
fo r  th e  renew al of the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  However, while th e  Mahabharata i s  not 
u l t im a te ly  a s e c ta r i a n  t e x t ,  s e c t a r i a n  in f lu e n ce s  a re  s t ro n g  in p a r ts ;  and in o th e r  
Epic c re a t io n  myths primacy i s  a t t r i b u t e d  to  one or o th e r  o f  the  g r e a t  s e c ta r i a n  
gods, e s p e c ia l ly  Vi§pu,
The p r in c ip a l  two V ai$pav ite  c re a t io n  myths in th e  M ahabharata a re  to  be found 
in th e  Araoyakaparvan  and gantiparvan, In the  f i r s t  myth Yudhis?thira asks  the
1) Ahani p ra ja p a t i rb ra h m a  matparani nadh igam yate /  ibid.. 185.48.
2) Manuna ca p ra ja b  s a rv a b  sadevasu ram anavab /
S ra? tavyab  sa rv a lo k a^ ca  yaccefigaiji yacca n e n g a t i / /  
M a tp ra s a d a tp ra ja s a rg e  na ca mohaiii g a m i? y a t i / /  ib id .. 185.49-50.
3) Ibid.. 185.1-52.
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g re a t  herm it Markaotfeya about the  d is s o lu t io n  and c re a t io n  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ;  for, 
as  Y udhif^hlra  observes , th rough th e  g race  of Param e?thin  (i.e.Brahma), Markangleya 
alone amongst gods, demons and snakes  and o th e r  c r e a tu r e s  was f r e e  of death. 
Therefore , when the  t r ip le - w o r ld  was reduced to  noth ing  but ocean, and while Brahma, 
Lord o f  a l l  C re a tu re s  (sarvabhutegaip) lay a s le e p  on the  lo tu s ,  Markapdeya alone 
survived,
Markaijqteya a g re e s  to  recount the  c re a t io n  and d i s s o lu t io n  which he rep e a te d ly  
sees. But while  Y udhi§ th ira  had spoken only o f  Brahma, Markaoqtey9 beg ins  by 
honouring Janardana  or Vi?pu as th e  supreme being who i s  s e l f - e x i s t e n t  
<svaya;pbhuve>, e t e r n a l  and im perishab le  (pafva tayavyayaya), and who i s  th e  c re a to r  
and t ra n s fo rm e r  (k a rta  v ik a r ta  ca) of a l l  e x is te n c e .1
F i r s t  of a l l ,  Markaoqteya ex p la in s  th e  c y c l ica l  n a tu r e  of  tim e and th e  theory  of 
the  fou r  yugas, In th e  beginning th e re  i s  the  Kpta age which l a s t s  4,800 years , 
followed by the  T reta  fo r  3,600 years , Dvapara fo r  2,400 y e a rs  and K ali fo r  1,200 
years . T ogether  th e s e  fou r  ages  comprise one yuga of 12,000 years . At the  end of a 
yuga, people, l i f e  and n a tu re  degenera te ,  the  popu la t ion  In c re a se s  and m ora lity  and 
r e l ig io u s  observances  dec line  d ram atica l ly .  All men speak u n tru th ;  th e re  i s  i n t e r ­
m ixture  of c a s te s ;  p roper  r e l i g io u s  observances  a re  abandoned; b a rb a r ian  kings ru le  
th e  e a r th ;  people become s h o r t - l i v e d  and feeble; r e s p e c t  f o r  brahmins lapses ;  the  
popu la tion  in c reases ;  women abandon a l l  m orals and have o r a l  in te rco u rse ;  cows y ie ld  
l i t t l e  milk and t r e e s  l i t t l e  f r u i t ;  brahmins, a f f l i c t e d  by g reed  and fo lly ,  plunder 
the  e a r th  f o r  alms; househo lders , burdened by taxes ,  become th ie v e s ;  he rm itages  a re  
abandoned, and Vedic s tu d e n t s  take  to  drink and pu rsue  t h e i r  gu ru 's  wives; Indra 
does no t r a in  and th e  seeds  do no t grow; the  dharma d im inishes, and adharma 
in c reases ;  th e  t/hanna-minded dec line , and e v i l  p rospers ;  women deceive t h e i r  
husbands, and f o rn ic a te  w ith  s la v e s  and c a t t l e . 2 However, t h i s  p ro cess  of dec line  
occurs  over and over again, fo r  a thousand yugas  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  Day of Brahma,'3
1) Ibid., 186.1-16. 2) Ibid., 186.17-55. 3) Ibid.. 186.23.
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At the  c lo se  of th e  thousand yugas, t h e re  b e fa l l s  a g r e a t  drought fo r  many 
y e a rs  which d r iv e s  most c r e a tu r e s  to  t h e i r  death, The e a r th  i s  scorched by seven 
suns. Then f i r e ,  with a d riv ing  wind, burns up th e  a lready  scorched  un iverse ,  
inc luding  gods, a su ra s ,  gandharvas, yak fas, snakes, r a k f a s a s  and so on. T h e re a f te r  
immense clouds g a th e r  and flood th e  burn t  ou t e a r th  u n t i l  a l l  i s  covered by one 
v a s t  ocean. In t h i s  myth, then, the  end o f  th e  e a r th  i s  due to  both flood and f i r e .
In t h i s  v a s t  watery  w aste  th e  only th ing  th a t  moves, i t  seems, i s  Markaodeya. 
G rea tly  bewildered, he roams th e  d e so la t io n  w ithout f ind ing  a r e s t i n g  place, u n t i l  
one day he s e e s  in th e  ocean a g r e a t  banyan t re e .  And, to  h i s  aston ishm ent, on a 
branch o f  t h a t  t r e e  he s e e s  a ch ild  <balaip>. The ch ild  g r e e t s  th e  t i r e d  Markandeya 
and b ids  him: 'E n te ring  my inner  body, 0 b e s t  of sages , you must r e s t ,  s i r ;  I s h a l l  
make a r e s t in g  p lace  f o r  you as a k in d n ess . '1 At th e s e  words Markapdsya becomes 
d isg u s te d  a t  h i s  long l i f e  and h i s  human condit ion  (n irvedo  j i v i t e  d irgh e  
m anufyatve), and when suddenly th e  ch ild  opens i t s  mouth, pow erless ly  (avago) 
Markapdsya i s  made to  e n te r  by an ac t  o f  d iv ine  w ill.
And w ith in  t h i s  ch ild  Markaodsya se e s  th e  e n t i r e  un iverse ,  both moving and 
s t i l l ,  includ ing  th e  gods headed by Indra, the  gandharvas, a p sa ra s , yak  fa s  and se e rs ,  
as w ell  as th e  d a lty a s , danavas and o th e r  enemies o f  th e  gods. Markandeya roams 
w ith in  t h i s  body fo r  one hundred years , w ithout f ind ing  an end to  i t .  Then 
Markandeya i s  exhaled th rough the  god 's  mouth. A fter  tak in g  th e  c h i ld 's  f e e t  and 
bowing down to  him th e  awed s e e r  q u e s t io n s  the  ch ild  about t h i s  m ystery .2
The ch ild  rev e a le d  i t s e l f  as  the  supreme God Narayapa, whom not even th e  gods 
knew.: 'I  am c a l led  Narayaoa, th e  e t e r n a l  im perishab le  cause  o f  ex is ten ce ,  the  
c r e a to r  and d e s t ro y e r  o f  a l l  c re a tu r e s ,  0 b es t  of brahm ins.13 And j u s t  a s  a t  the  
d i s s o lu t io n  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  Narayapa conta ined  w ith in  h i s  form ' th e  s e ed s '  fo r
1) Abhyantaraip ^arira ip  me pravi$ya m unisa ttam a/
Assva bho v ih i to  v asah  p r a s a d a s te  kpto m aya//  ib id .. 186.89.
2) Ibid.. 186.56-129.
3) Aham narayaijo  nama prabhavafr $a<jvato avyayah/
V idhata  sarvabhutanaiji sa ijiharta  ca d v i jo t ta m a / /  ibid.. 187.4,
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th e  renew al of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  so a f t e r  c re a t io n  a l l  forms In the  t r ip le -w o r ld  
continued to  be id e n t ic a l  with the  form o f  Narayaoa, Thus did th e  God explain; *1 am 
Vi?flun I am Brahma, and I am Qakra, the  lo rd  of  the  gods; 1 am King Vaigravana;
(and) Yamab th e  lo rd  o f  th e  dead, I am Qiva and Soma; and Ka^yapa and P ra ja p a t i ;  I 
am the  P lacer  and th e  Ordainer; and I am the  s a c r i f i c e ,  0 b e s t  o f  brahmins. F ire  i s  
my mouth; my f e e t  a re  th e  ea rth ;  and th e  moon and sun a re  in my eyes; th e  sky and 
a l l  th e  q u a r t e r s  a re  my body; th e  wind ab ides  in my mind,'1 And in t h i s  fash ion  
Narayapa continued  to  id e n t i fy  h im se lf  w ith  v a r io u s  a s p e c ts  of c re a t io n ,  including 
i t s  l e s s  noble p a r ts ;  'Know, 0 b e s t  (of brahmins), t h a t  d e s i re ,  anger, joy and fear, 
and a lso  de lu s ion  a re  a l l  forms o f  mine.'2 Presumably, though, th e se  seeds of 
degenera tion  tak e  p lan t  only in th e  course  of time, and e s p e c ia l ly  in th e  fo u r th  or 
Kali age. I n i t i a l l y ,  a t  l e a s t ,  v i r t u e  a lone c h a ra c te r i s e s  th e  f i r s t  men in the  Kpta 
age and v ice  i s  nowhere to  be found.
N arayapa does a t  l e a s t  reco g n ise  th a t  h i s  c re a t io n  has many v ices  and dangerous 
c re a tu r e s  (demons, ra k fa s a s  e tc .)  b u i l t  in to  i t .  For, a s  he expla ins; 'Whenever, 0 
noble one, th e re  i s  d im inution o f  th e  dharma (and) th e  ascendancy o f  adharmat then I 
c r e a te  myself. When d a ity a s  devoted to  harm, (who a re )  In v in c ib le  to  the  ch ie f  of 
gods, and a lso  t e r r i b l e  ra k fa sa s , s p r in g  up in t h i s  world, then  I  tak e  b i r t h  in the  
houses of th o se  of  v i r tu o u s  deeds. E n tering  a human body, I q u e l l  a l l . '3
However, d e s p i te  a l l  t h i s  Brahma had no t become e n t i r e l y  redundant;  fo r  j u s t  as
1) Ahaip vl§purahaip brahma gakracjcaham s u ra d h ip a b /
Aham vaiijravapo r a j a  yamab p r e t a d h ip a s t a t h a / /
Ahaip $iva$ca soma^ca ka$yapa$ca p r a j a p a t ih /
Aham d h a ta  v id h a ta  ca yajnaijcaham d v i jo t ta m a / /
Agnirasyam k ? i t ib  padau c a n d ra d ity a u  ca locane/
Sadigam ca nabhab kayo vayurm anasi me s t h i t a b / /  ib id ., 187,5-7.
2) Kamam krodham ca har^aip ca bhayam moham t a th a iv a /
Mamaiva viddhi ru p a p i  sa rvam yetan i  s a t t a m a / /  ibid., 187.20.
3) Yada yada ca dharmasya g la n i r b h a v a t i  s a t ta m a /  
Abhyutthanamadharmasya tadatmanarp spjamyaham//
D altya h ir isan u rak ta^ ca  avadhyab s u ra s a t ta m a ih /
R akgasa^cap i loke a sm in y ad o tp a tsy an ti  daruc iab //
Tad aham saipprasuyami gphegu gubhakarmaijam/
P ra v ie to  manu$aip deham sarvaip pra^amayamyaham// ib id .. 187,26-28.
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Brahma had used Manu and o th e r s  a s  h i s  c re a t iv e  demiurge, so d id Naraya^a use 
Brahma in th e  same way, Narayapa th e r e fo r e  bade Markapgleya to  wander h e re  happily  
u n t i l  th e  G randfa the r  of a l l  th e  worlds should awake and c r e a te  space, ea r th ,  l ig h t ,  
wind and w a te r  and a l l  e l s e  in the  world, s tand ing  and moving.1
The o th e r  main V a lgnav ite  c re a t io n  myth devo tes  more a t t e n t i o n  to  the  evo lu tion  
of the  t r ip le - w o r ld  from a s t a t e  o f  u n d i f f e r e n t i a te d  u n i ty  to  f u l l  d i f f e r e n t i a t io n .  
However, th e  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  V ai^ijavite  view o f  th e  evo lu t ion  of 
th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  remain the  same as  th o se  d iscussed  above fo r  th e  myths in which 
Brahma i s  th e  supreme God.
In t h i s  myth, Brahma i s  aga in  reduced to  the  r o le  o f  Vi^nu 's demiurge, a lthough 
here  Vi?nu a lso  ta k e s  a d i r e c t  r o le  in c rea tion . The myth beg ins  by d esc r ib in g  how 
Vi?pu lay upon th e  p r im ord ia l  ocean. Then a b e a u t i fu l  l o tu s  emerged from h i s  navel; 
and from t h a t  lo tu s  Brahma came fo r th  l ig h t in g  up a l l  th e  d i re c t io n s .  However, a 
g r e a t  asura  named Madhu, born b e fo re  from the  q u a l i ty  o f  ignorance  (tamasaft purvajo  
ja jn e)tarose . But Vi?pu slew t h a t  d re a d fu l  asura  of t e r r i b l e  deeds and t e r r i b l e  
purpose ( ugrakarmapamugraip buddhiip) in o rd e r  to  help Brahma <brahmanopacltlip 
kurvan). Vi?pu was t h e r e a f t e r  known as  Madhusudana.^
Then Brahma c re a te d  sons from h i s  mind (sa sp je  putranmanasan') w ith  Dak§a the
f i r s t ,  followed by Marlci, A tri, Angiras, Pu lastya , Pulaha and Kratu. Now M arici 
begot, aga in  from h i s  mind or  w ill ,  a son named Ka^yapa. Meanwhile Dak?a begot 
t h i r t e e n  d a ugh te rs ,  th e  e ld e s t  o f  whom was Diti; and th ey  were m arried  to  Ka9yapa. 
Then Dak$a begot ten  more d a u g h te rs  whom he m arried  t o  Dharma. On them Dharma 
f a th e re d  th e  gods ca l led  Vasus, Rudras, Vi^vedevas, Sadhyas and Maruts. And Dak?a
begot tw en ty -seven  more d a u g h te rs  who were a l l  m arried  to  Soma.
Of Kagyapa's wives, D i t i  bore  th e  a s u ra s  c a l led  d a itya s , and Danu bore the
1) Akagam ppthiviip jyotirvayuiji sa li lam eva  ca /
Loke yacca bhavecche?amiha s thSvarajangam am // ibid.. 187.47.
2) Qantiparvan, 200.12-16.
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a s u ra s  c a l led  danavas, while A d it i  gave b i r th  to  the  Adityas, th e  foremost of the  
gods. In tu rn ,  the  forem ost o f  th e  Adityas i s  s a id  to  be Vi$ou, a lthough  th i s  no 
longer seems q u i te  commensurate w ith  h is  new found s t a t u s  a s  th e  g re a t  s e c ta r ia n  
God. Through Vi?ou 's might ( vikramapad) th e  p ro sp e r i ty  o f  the  gods increased  and the  
danavas were de fea ted .  The o th e r  wives of Kagyapa gave b i r t h  to  gandharvas, horses, 
b irds , cows, kiippuru$ast f i s h e s  and t r e e s  and p l a n t s .1
However, Vi?ou too  played a major p a r t  in th e  c re a t io n  of e a r th  and i t s  
c re a tu re s ,  a lthough  th e  boundary between h i s  a c t i v i t i e s  and th o se  of Kagyapa's wives 
i s  nowhere drawn. Thus i t  i s  r e l a t e d  t h a t  th e  D estroyer o f  Madhu c re a te d  th e  day 
and n igh t,  and th e  seasons, the  clouds, and a l l  the  immobile and mobile o b jec ts  
<sthavarajangam an); and he c re a te d  th e  e a r th  w ith  a l l  upon he r  <ppth ivjip  so  
aspjadvigvaip sah lta ip ). However, th e  c re a t io n  of men i s  exp la ined  in term s of a 
r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  cosmogonic idea  -  th e  prim eval s a c r i f i c e  of th e  o r ig in a l  being.2 
Thus he c re a te d  th e  fou r  varpas  from the  v a r io u s  appendages of h i s  body: brahmans 
from h is  mouth; k $ a tr iy a s  from h is  arms; vaigyas  from h is  th ighs ;  and gudras from 
h is  f e e t .  Having c re a te d  the  four  varnas, he made Dhatp th e  lo rd  and r u le r  of a l l  
be ings.3
In t h i s  V ai^nav ite  myth, too, th e  fo rc e s  o f  d i so rd e r  and d eg en era tio n  were again 
inheren t  in Vi?riu's c re a t io n ;  bu t i t  was only with th e  pass in g  of th e  ages  t h a t  they 
came to  th e  fo re . Unlike some of  Brahma's c re a t io n s ,  men were no t  c re a te d  a f f l i c t e d  
by immediate hunger, anger  and d e s ire ,  but were born to  a s t a t e  o f  benighted  
innocence. In th e  f i r s t  o f  the  four  ages of  Time, men l ived  as  long as they  chose 
and had no f e a r  o f  Yama; o f f s p r in g  were bego tten  by w i l l  <saipkalpad ... udapadyata) 
and not by se x u a l  in te rc o u rs e .  In the  Tret a age, too, c r e a tu r e s  were b eg o tten  by
1) Ibid.. 200.17-25.
2) The idea  goes back to  th e  famous Puru$asukta  hymn, Ijtgveda x,90, which rec u rs  
with v a r i a t io n s  in Atharvaveda  xix.6, th e  Vajasaneyi Saiphita xxxi and the  
T aittirT ya  Arapyaka i i i .1 2 .  See J. Muir, O r ig ina l  S a n sk r i t  Texts, vo l . l ,  pp.7-16; W. 
Norman Brown, 'The Sources and Nature  o f  "puru?a" in th e  Puru^asuk ta  <Rg Veda, 
10,90)' in  India  and Indologv. pp.5-10.
3) Adhyak$aip sarvabhutanarp  d h a ta ram a k a ro tp ra b h u h / /  ^ an t ip a rv a n ,  200.33.
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will, fo r  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  sex u a l  in te r c o u r s e  did not o r ig in a te  u n t i l  th e  t h i r d  or 
Dvapara age, In the  fo u r th  and f in a l  age, th a t  of Tali, m o rta ls  came to  l iv e  in p a i r s  
(dvahdvamapedire> or to  marry. And th e  in fe ren ce  i s  t h a t  w ith  sex u a l  in te rc o u rs e  and 
p a ir in g  th e r e  a ro se  death . As se x u a l  innocence declined, so did e v i l  behaviour 
increase .  In th e  Kpta age doers  of e v i l  Cpapakptas) did not l iv e  on ea rth ;  i t  was 
from th e  Tret a age onwards th a t  such beings were p re se n t .  Then from th e  ju n c tu re  of 
the  Tret a and the  Dvapara ages  th e  k g a tr iy a s  began to  f ig h t  each o th e r .1
Elsewhere in  th e  Mahabharata, i t  i s  Qiva who i s  p ra is e d  as  the  supreme c re a to r ,  
p re se rv e r  and d e s t ro y e r .a There are , however, no u n q u a li f ie d  Qaivate c re a t io n  myths 
in the  Mahabharata. In the  two c re a t io n  myths in which 9*va does play a major pa r t ,  
h i s  supremacy i s  unc lea r  and h i s  ro le  ambiguous.
The f i r s t  myth i s  r e l a te d  by Kr?pa when Y udhisfh ira  asks  how Asvatthaman was 
capable of d e s tro y in g  th e  e n t i r e  v ic to r io u s  PapqJava camp in th e  n ig h t - t im e  raid . 
Kr?pa exp la in s  th a t  A^vatthaman had sought the  help  o f  Mahadeva, the  e t e r n a l  God of 
Gods <Tgvaregvaramavyayam). For, Kr?oa explained, Qiva 'was th e  beginning, the  middle 
and th e  end of c re a tu r e s ,  0 B hara ta , And a l l  t h i s  world a c t s  th rough  h is  a c t i v i t y  
a lone .13
Now, having e s ta b l i s h e d  Qiva's supremacy, Kr5ha r e l a t e s  how the  G randfa ther, 
d e s i r in g  to  c r e a te  beings, saw th a t  O rig ina l  God (prathamaiji vibhuh) and sa id  'Create  
c r e a tu r e s  immediately ' <bhutani sp ja  maciram). $ iva s a id  'So be i t ' ,  but having 
observed the  f a u l t s  o f  l iv in g  be ings (bhutanaip do$adargivany  t h a t  g r e a t  a s c e t ic  
(mahatapaby plunged in to  th e  w a te rs  and p r a c t i s e d  tapas  f o r  a long time 
<dirghakalaip tapas tape). Now th e  G randfa ther, a f t e r  w a iting  a very  long time, c rea ted  
from h i s  mind a n o th e r  c r e a to r  o f  a l l  be ings (sra$ tara ip  sarvabhutanaip>. This unnamed 
being then  c re a te d  seven lo rds  of c r e a tu r e s  <p ra ja p a tin ) w ith Dak$a a s  t h e i r  f i r s t ,  
Dakga then  produced th e  m u lt i tu d e s  of f o u r - fo ld  c r e a tu r e s  <bhutagramaip
1) Ibid.. 200.34-43.
2) e.g. Droipaparvan,, 172.55-72, 173.9-11, Anu^asanaparvan, 15.30-44, 16.14-75.
3) Adire?a h i  bhutanaip madhyamanta^ca b h a ra ta /
Vice s t a t e  jagaccedaip sarvam asyaiva  karm aoa//  Sauptikaparvan, 17.9.
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caturvidbam ) .1
However, a s  soon a s  c rea ted ,  a l l  th e se  c re a tu r e s  were a f f l i c t e d  by hunger and 
a t  once ran tow ards th e  c r e a to r  t h a t  Brahma had produced, d e s i ro u s  of devouring him 
<blbhak$ayl$avo). Their  c r e a to r  f le d  to  the  G randfather, and said : 'Blessed One, 
p ro te c t  me from them; g ive  them su s te n a n c e . '2 Then the  G randfa the r  gave them herbs  
and p la n ts  as  food, and to  s t ro n g  c r e a tu r e s  he gave th e  weaker a s  food. With th e i r  
means o f  su s te n a n c e  procured, th e s e  c r e a tu r e s  went f o r th  and happ ily  m ultip lied , and 
Brahma was w e l l-p lea se d .  But then  th e  F i r s t  Born (jye$thaft) ro s e  from the  w ater  and 
saw a l l  th e se  c r e a tu re s ,  Rudra now became angry <cukrodha), severed  h is  own 
g e n e ra t iv e  organ (lingam svaip capyavidhya ta ), and c a s t  i t  in to  th e  e a r th  
<tatpraviddhaiji tada  bhumau), When Brahma asked why, 9^va w ra th fu l ly  <saiprambhas) 
rep l ied :  'These c r e a tu r e s  were c re a te d  by another; what am I to  do with t h i s  
<lingaip). G randfa ther!  w ith  my tapas  I had obtained  food fo r  th e  sake of c r e a tu r e s ,13 
Angry and despondent, Qiva then  went away to  p r a c t i s e  ta p a s  <tapastaptum ) a t  th e  
foo t of Mt Munjavat.'1
In t h i s  account, 9 iva is  i n i t i a l l y  lauded as  the  g r e a t  God; and r e a l i s in g  the  
f a u l t s  of c r e a tu r e s  he u nde r takes  tapas  to  c re a te  c r e a tu r e s  f r e e  o f  d e fec t .  But h is  
c re a t iv e  e f f o r t s  a re  thw arted  by an im pa tien t  Brahma; and s ig n i f i c a n t ly  the  
c re a tu r e s  produced by Brahma's o th e r  demiurges a re  fau l te d .  They a re  a f f l i c t e d  by 
hunger, t h a t  g r e a t  d e s t ro y e r  o f  dharma\ and in  s t r i k in g  imagery they a ttem p t to  
devour t h e i r  c re a to r .  Order and dbarma i s  only p rese rv ed  when Brahma h a s t i ly  ordains  
fo r  them t h e i r  means o f  sus tenance . Although, or  so i t  would seem, th e  food Brahma 
a l lo c a te s  had been produced by Qiva fo r  th e  c r e a tu r e s  he was in te n t  on c re a t in g ,  And 
Qiva's i l l -hum our over th e  whole a f f a i r  may perhaps help  t o  exp la in  h is  a t  t im es 
ambiguous a t t i t u d e  tow ards th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .
1) Ibid.. 17.6-15.
2) Abhyo main bhagavanpatu  v r t t i r a s a i j i  v id h ly a ta ip / /  ibid.. 17.17.
3) Prajafr s r ? t ab parepemah klip kari§yamyanena v a i / /  ib id .. 17.24.
4) Ibid.. 17.6-26.
126
The second c re a t io n  myth concerning $iva occurs in the  /Inufas-anaparvan where
th e  g re a t  s e e r  V a s i ^ h a  r e l a t e s  th e  conduct o f  the  G rand fa the r  Brahma, the  Supreme
Soul (paramatmanafry a t  a s a c r i f i c e  held  by th e  g re a t  God (.devasya mahatas> Lord
Rudra. The s a c r i f i c e  was a t te n d ed  by a l l  the  gods, headed by Agnl, and the  a sce t ic s ;
as  w ell  as  by th e  Vedas, Vedangas, and the  s a c r i f i c i a l  in s t ru m e n ts  in t h e i r
p e rso n i f ie d  form, Also p re se n t  were th e  wives, d a ugh te rs  and mothers of the
c e le s t i a l s .  All th e r e  were p leased  a t  the  s a c r i f i c e  of Pagupati, but a t  th e  s ig h t  of
the  c e l e s t i a l  l a d ie s  Brahma lo s t  a l l  sen se  of s e l f - c o n t r o l  and produced l iv in g
c re a tu r e s  in  th e  p rocess:
Seeing them, th e  Self-Born (.Brahma's} semen f e l l  on th e  ground. Because i t  was 
s t i l l ,  Pu?an w ith  h is  hands picked up from the  ground th e  dus t  with th e  semen
and c a s t  i t  in to  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e .  Then th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  s e s s io n  proceeded
with flam es blazing; (but) from Brahma pouring l ib a t io n s  th e re ,  h i s  pass ions  
were (again) aroused. And as  soon as h i s  semen came out, he took i t  up with 
th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  lad le ; and a lso ,  0 joy of  th e  Bhpgus, he s a c r i f i c e d  i t  along 
with c l a r i f i e d  b u t t e r  and the  r e c i t a t i o n  o f  m antras, From th a t  th e  v i r i l e  
Brahma caused the  m u lt i tu d e s  of c r e a tu r e s  to  a r i s e ;  and th u s  from h i s  f ie ry  
energy, v i t a l i t y  was g e n e ra ted  in (a l l )  beings. From darkness  (arose)  be ings of 
darkness; (but), a lso , goodness pervaded both, ( ju s t  a s )  th e  sky, a l though  in 
darkness, i s  always imbued w ith  the  q u a l i ty  of l ig h t .  So goodness, energy and 
darkness  a re  in a l l  b e in g s .1
The myth then  r e l a t e s  the  b i r t h  from th e  component p a r t s  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  o f
the  p r in c ip a l  Bhpgu, Angiras, Kavi, Marlci, A tri,  th e  V alakhilyas, the
Vaikhanasas, and th e  l e s s e r  as  w ell  a s  a s s o r te d  groups o f  gods, th e  Agvins,
th e  Lords o f  C rea tion  (p r a ja p a t is ) the  Rudras, M aitradeva tas  and th e  Vasus. Desire
( chandas) a ls o  a ro se  from the  sweat of Agni (i.e. th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e ) ,  mind from h is
s t r e n g th ,  and th e  u n i t s  o f  Time from o th e r  component p a r t s .  A f te r  th e s e  b i r t h s  had
taken place, Rudra claimed th e  o f fs p r in g  as  h i s  fo r  i t  was h i s  s a c r i f ic e ;  while Agni
a lso  claimed them fo r  they  had a l l  o r ig in a te d  from h is  limbs (madangebhyaft). But
Brahma, too, claimed them fo r  i t  was h is  seed th a t  was poured upon th e  s a c r i f i c i a l
1) Svayaipbhuvastu t a  d p s tv a  re ta i l  sam apatadbhuvi//
Tasya gukrasya ni^pandatpahsunsaijigphya bhumitah/
P r a sy a tp u s a  karabhyarp v a i  tasm inneva h u ta g a n e / /
Tatas tasm insa iiip ravp tte  s a t r e  jv a l i t a p a v a k e /
Brahmairio j u h v a t a s t a t r a  p radurbhavo  babhuva h a / /
Skannamatraip ca tacchukraip sruveija  p ra t igphya  sah /
Ajyavanmantravaccapi so a juhodbhpgunandana//
Tat all saipjanayamasa bhutagramaiji sa  v i ry a v a n /
T a ta s tu  t e j a s a s ta s m a j ja jn e  loke?u ta i ja s a m / /
Tam asastam asa bhava  vyap i sa ttva ip  tathobhayam /
S aguoas te jaso  nityaip tamasyakagameva c a / /
Sa rvabhu te?va tha  t a t h a  sattvaiji t e j a s t a t h a  tamali/ Anugasanaparvan, 85,8-14.
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f i r e ,  and he who p lan te d  th e  seed  should  ga in  the  f r u i t .  Now, a l l  th e  h o s ts  of gods 
bowed down to  Brahma and accep ted  t h a t  b i r t h  was from him ( tava iva  prasavafr sa rve ), 
but r e s p e c t f u l ly  bade him g ran t  th e  d e s i re  of Agni and Rudra. T herefore  Brahma gave 
Bhpgu to  Rudra a s  h i s  o f fsp r in g ;  and gave Angiras to  Agni, while  tak in g  Kavi as h is  
own o f fsp r in g .  Then Bhpgu, Angiras and Kavi busied  them selves  with p ro c re a t in g  a l l  
th e  peoples o f  the  e a r th .  Indeed, a l l  m orta ls  were to  be th e  o f f s p r in g  o f  th e s e  
th re e  (sarvajp sajptanam etefam ),1
In t h i s  myth c re a t io n  comes about th rough the  im pregnation  o f  th e  'womb', i.e. 
th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  by Brahma's semen; and t h i s  r e c a l l s  two o ld e r  th e o r ie s  of cosmogony. 
The f i r s t  i s  th e  theo ry  t h a t  th e  s a c r i f i c e  (with which P r a ja p a t i  i s  o f te n  id e n t i f ie d )  
is  i t s e l f  a womb g iv ing  ' r e b i r t h '  to  the  cosmos and a l l  w ith in . The second i s  the  
theory  t h a t  c re a t io n  occurred  through an ac t  o f  prim eval in c e s t  o r  p rogena tion .2 
Though Brahma does not h e re  commit in ce s t ,  he s t i l l  s p i l l s  h i s  seed  a t  th e  mere 
s ig h t  o f  c e l e s t i a l  women not allowed to  him.
The myth i s  not e n t i r e ly  c le a r  about who i s  th e  supreme God; a lthough 
c e r ta in ly  Brahma does emerge as  th e  god most c lo se ly  connected w ith  the  c re a t io n  
and fun c t io n in g  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  This i s  p oss ib ly  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  fo r  j u s t  as  Brahma 
-  r iven  with d e s i r e  and l u s t  -  p roves  to  be fa u l ted ,  so a re  s im i la r  f a u l t s  b u i l t  
in to  what he c re a te s .  To exp la in  th is ,  th e  myth draws upon a crude gupa theory , the  
im plica tion  being t h a t  a l l  c re a te d  c re a tu r e s  con ta in  vary ing  p ro p o r t io n s  o f  the  
q u a l i t i e s  r e p re s e n te d  by th e  t h r e e  gupas, i.e. goodness, energy and darkness. As 
usual,  having produced a f a u l te d  c rea tion , Brahma leaves  much o f  the  d e ta i le d  
c re a t iv e  work to  o th e rs .  In t h i s  case, r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  th e  p ro c re a t io n  o f  m orta ls  
i s  ve s te d  in  th e  th r e e  g r e a t  p§is, Bhpgu, Angiras and Kavi.
To conclude, in  Epic c re a t io n  mythology com plex it ies  and in c o n s is te n c ie s  abound;
1) Ibid.. 85.1-43.
2) See W. Kaelber, 'Tapas, B ir th  and S p i r i t u a l  R ebirth  in  th e  Vedas', H is tory  of 
Religions, vol. 15, (1976), pp.343-86; W.D. O 'Flaherty, Hindu Myths, pp.25-35.
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and th e re  i s  l i t t l e  purpose in t ry in g  to  rec o n c ile  them fo r  they  cannot be 
reconciled , But, d e s p i te  th is ,  c e r t a in  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  Hindu cosmos 
do emerge.
The f i r s t  i s  i t s  very h ie r a r c h ic a l  n a tu re ,  In th e  Indian pantheon, th e re  a re  many 
many d iv ine  beings, but in no sense  a re  they  of  equa l  s tand ing . J u s t  as man in India  
i s  Homo H lerarch icus  and not Homo A equalis , 1 so may th e  same be s a id  of the  gods.
At th e  top of th e  h ie ra rchy  th e r e  a re  th r e e  g r e a t  gods, Brahma, Visou, and £iva, who 
a re  considered  by t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  devo tees  to  be e te rn a l ,  im perishab le  and s e l f -  
c re a te .  While in  l a t e r  Hindu l i t e r a t u r e  Brahma i s  a f ig u r e  o f  l im ited  importance, fo r  
much of  th e  Epic Brahma holds h i s  own with the  o th e r  two s e c t a r i a n  Gods. These 
t h re e  Gods deserved ly  s tan d  alone for, to  t h e i r  devo tees  they  a re  above o r  o u ts id e  
o f  th e  c rea tion .
As we have seen, th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  t h a t  one or o th e r  o f  th e  g re a t  Gods 
rep e a te d ly  b r in g s  f o r th  i s  c re a te d  or unfo lds  in a p ro g re s s iv e  fashion. From the  
c re a t iv e  agent who beg ins  th e  p rocess , succeeding la y e r s  of c re a t io n  expand 
downwards and outw ards in a pyram idal fash ion  u n t i l  th e  very lowest forms o f  l i f e  
come in to  being, The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  from th e  very  g r e a t  Gods to  the  
lowest forms o f  l i f e  a re  linked in a g re a t  chain o f  being, w ith  h ie ra rch y  i t s  
e s s e n t i a l  o rg an is in g  p r in c ip le .  I t  i s  im portan t to  no te  t h a t  man does not n e c e s s a r i ly  
occupy the  lowly p o s i t io n  in t h i s  h ie ra rc h y  th a t  one might f i r s t  expect, fo r  i t  i s  
the  p ro g e n i to rs  o f  mankind, th e  g re a t  s e e r s  o r  Manu, who a re  normally c re a te d  f i r s t ,  
and who a re  then  o f te n  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  c re a t io n  o f  the  old Vedic gods and o ther  
forms o f  l i f e ,
Another im portan t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i s  t h a t  th e  e s s e n t i a l  forms o f  l i f e  in th e  
t r ip le - w o r ld  a re  i n te r r e la t e d ,  fo r  u l t im a te ly  a l l  a re  progeny o f  th e  one pa ren t ,  be 
t h i s  BrahmS, Vi?nu, or  Qiva. In p a r t i c u la r ,  th e  Vedic gods, th e  demons, rak?asas  and 
gandharvas a re  a c tu a l ly  h a l f - b ro th e r s ;  and ju s t  as  b r o th e r s  w ith  very  d i f f e r e n t
1) See L, Dumont, Homo H lerarch icus . pp. 1-64.
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n a tu re s  may w ell compete, f a l l  out and f ig h t ,  then so do th e s e  cosmic c re a tu re s .  
Nonetheless, r e l a t e d  and in te rco n n e c te d  they  remain.
A f u r th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  g r e a t e s t  importance i s  the  f r a g i l i t y  of the  
c re a te d  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Much as  good, t ru th ,  v i r tu e  and so on a re  b u i l t  in to  the  
c re a t io n  by th e  g r e a t  God, so too  a re  hunger, e v i l  and d e s ire .  Sometimes c re a t io n 's  
f a u l t s  m an ifes t  them selves  immediately and in th e  s t a r k e s t  fa sh io n  as hungry 
c r e a tu r e s  a t tem p t to  devour t h e i r  c re a to r .  In o th e r  myths, th e s e  f a u l t s  emerge 
slowly but inexorably  w ith  th e  p ass ing  o f  th e  ages of Time; for, once c rea ted ,  e v i l  
must emerge sooner or l a t e r .  In the  Mahabharata 's  c re a t io n  myths t h i s  mixed bag of 
v i r t u e s  and v ice s  seems to  be accep ted  as  the  normal s t a t e  of a f f a i r s ,  w ith no 
p a r t i c u la r  blame being a t ta c h e d  to  God. Indeed, th e  t e x t  a l l  but assumes th a t  
d i f f e re n c e s ,  d i s t i n c t io n s  and c o n t r a s t s  a re  th e  very essence  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  
w ithou t which c re a t io n  would never  have moved beyond th e  p r im al s t a t e  of 
u n d i f f e r e n t i a te d  unity , Thus good, t r u th ,  v i r t u e  and o rd e r  a re  only pe rce ivab le  
q u a l i t i e s  i f  they  e x is t  in c o n t r a s t  with ev il ,  u n tru th ,  n o n -v i r tu e  and chaos.1 And 
gods a re  only d i s t in g u is h a b le  e n t i t i e s  i f  they can be c o n t r a s te d  w ith  demons and 
f l e s h - e a t in g  ra k sa sa s .E However, th e  c o n t r a s t s  a re  not th o se  of black and w hite  fo r  
th e s e  opposed c a te g o r ie s  a re  a lso  in te rdependen t  in th a t  you could not have one 
w ithout th e  o ther .  To t h i s  e x te n t ,  th e  cosmic s e t - u p  p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  of orthodox 
Hindu s o c ie ty  where pure brahmins can only e x is t  i f  t h e r e  a re  impure un touchab les .3
In only one myth i s  th e re  the  su g g e s t io n  th a t  c re a t io n  i s  f a u l te d  and capable 
of r e c t i f i c a t io n ;  bu t in  t h i s  in s ta n c e  Qiva's good in te n t io n s  come to  nought through 
Brahma’s im patience. In one f u r th e r  myth th e r e  i s  th e  s u g g e s t io n  th a t  God has no 
choice but to  bu i ld  c e r t a in  d i s t i n c t io n s  and d e fe c ts  in to  h i s  c re a t io n .  In the  
Mokgadharma, Bhl$ma re c o u n ts  a n a r r a t i v e  by the  Narada concerning th e  o r ig in s
1) The idea i s  w e ll  put in Manu 1.26: 'Moreover, in o rd e r  to  d i s t in g u is h  ac tions ,  he 
se p a ra te d  m erit  idharmay from dem erit (adharma), and he caused th e  c r e a tu r e s  to  
be e f f e c te d  by th e  p a i r s  (of opposites) ,  such a s  pain  and p le a s u re . '  G. Buhler 
( trans .) ,  The Laws of Manu. p. 13 (Sanskrit  term s added).
2) See W.D, O 'F laherty, The Problem of Evil in  Hindu Mythology, pp,48-49,
3) See Dumont, o p .c i t ,,pp.33-64,
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of death. Narada r e l a t e s  t h a t  a t  th e  time of th e  c rea tio n ,  th e  G randfa ther  c rea ted  
c r e a tu r e s  who were not su b je c t  to  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  a l l  f a u l t s  fo r  m orta ls  -  death,
As none of them died, th e  number o f  c r e a tu r e s  grew ex cess iv e ly ,  and soon a l l  the  
u n ive rse  was crowded w ith  c re a tu re s ,  to  th e  g r e a t  d i s t r e s s  of the  goddess Earth  who 
began to  s ink  with th e  burden. F a i l in g  to  f ind  a way of  d e s tro y in g  th e  excess 
population , Brahma gave way to  anger  and flames came f o r th  from h i s  body which 
burn t a l l  th e  q u a r t e r s  of  th e  un iverse .  However Qiva, f i l l e d  w ith  compassion 
(karupyai)i> a t  the  p l ig h t  o f  c re a tu re s ,  beseeched th e  boon t h a t  c r e a tu r e s  should not 
be des troyed  o u t r ig h t  in anger, but should be su b je c t  to  re p e a te d  b i r t h  and death.
To th i s  Brahma agreed, and th e r e  came f o r th  from a l l  th e  a p p e r tu re s  o f  h i s  body 
a dark woman wearing garm ents  o f  red  with red  eyes  and palms, and adorned with 
d iv ine  e a r in g s  and ornaments. Brahma then commanded h e r  to  go fo r th  and s la y  a l l  
c re a tu re s .  However, th e  Goddess o f  Death, shedding t e a r s ,  beseeched and implored 
Brahma to  sp a re  he r  such a t e r r i b l e  function . Despite  Brahma's r e p e a te d  commands, 
Death d iso b e d ie n t ly  chose to  p r a c t i s e  tapas. U lt im ate ly  Death only r e lu c ta n t ly  agreed  
from f e a r  o f  Brahma's curse , and a f t e r  Brahma had a s su re d  her  th a t  th e re  would be 
no s in  fo r  she  would be a s s i s t e d  in her  dread ta s k  by t e r r i b l e  d ise a s e s  born o f  her 
t e a r s  and by Desire and Anger <kamakrodhau), which would a f f l i c t  c re a tu r e s  when the  
time of t h e i r  end came, So, in t h i s  in s tance , Brahma does c r e a te  a u n iv e rse  f r e e  of 
one of i t s  most s in g u la r  d i s t in c t io n s ,  l i f e  and dea th  -  only to  f in d  th a t  th e  
d i s t in c t io n  was n ecessa ry  fo r  the  o v e ra l l  o rder  of c r e a t io n .1
T herefo re  d iso rd e r ,  whether in th e  form of  demons, ra /r^asas , hungry men or 
whatever, c o n s ta n t ly  t h r e a te n s  th e  o rdered  s t a b i l i t y  and very  e x is te n c e  o f  the  
t r ip le -w o r ld .  In th e  Epic view, th e  o rder  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  was a t  b e s t  a 
p rec a r io u s  ba lance  between th e  powers of cosmos and chaos.
The g r e a t  Gods, then, in t h e i r  capac i ty  as  c r e a to r s  produce an h ie ra rc h ic a l ,  
i n t e r r e la t e d ,  and in te rdependen t  bu t f r a g i l e  c rea tion . I t  i s  in  t h e i r  capac i ty  as
1) See Qantiparvan, 248-250.
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p re s e rv e r s  th a t  the  awkward consequences have to  be faced. I f  the  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  to
prove a v iab le  c rea tion , ru le s  a re  necessary ;  and the  sum t o t a l  of th e s e  r u le s
c o n s t i tu t e s  one of th e  p r in c ip a l ,  i f  more d i f f i c u l t ,  concerns o f  th e  Mahabharata -  
dharma. As Bhi?ma exp la in s  to  Y udhis th ira :  'The prom ulgation of  dharma was fo r  the  
s t r e n g th  of c re a tu re s .  ... Because i t  upholds they  c a l l  i t  dharma. (All) c r e a tu r e s  are  
m aintained th rough  dharma.M
In the  above myths we have a lready  seen how dharma i s  the  c o n s tru c t io n  of 
the  g re a t  Gods, and more e s p e c ia l ly  Brahma. Thus dharma, in  p e rs o n i f ie d  form, i s  
born from Brahma's r ig h t  b rea s t ;  and Brahma bestow s dharma on h i s  f re sh ly  c re a te d  
c re a tu r e s  by teach ing  them the  Vedas. 1E Elsewhere, too, Brahma i s  r e f e r r e d  to  as 
dharmamaya, 'he who c o n s i s t s  o f  d h a r m a and caturveda  'he who i s  the  four Vedas*.3 
I t  i s  a lso  r e l a t e d  t h a t  Brahma f i r s t  c re a te d  the  Lords of C rea tion  (p ra ja p a tih >, who 
were brahmins, from h is  own te ja s\ and 'Then, fo r  a t t a in in g  Heaven, th e  Lord ordained 
t ru th ,  dharma, tapas , the  e t e r n a l  Vedast good conduct and p u r i ty . '^
The term dharma cannot be adequate ly  t r a n s la t e d  by any one word in English  fo r  
through time i t  has  come to  be used in s e v e ra l  widely d i f f e r e n t  s e n se s .5 The most 
genera l,  and d o u b t le s s ly  o r ig in a l ,  sen se  of th e  term i s  in d ic a te d  by i t s  roo t  dhp 
which s ig n i f i e s  m aintain ing, s u s ta in in g  or supporting . Applied to  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  as
a whole ' dharma s i g n i f i e s  the  e t e r n a l  laws which m ain ta in  th e  world.'e
1) P ra b h av a r th a y a  bhutanam dharmapravacanaip kptam/
Dharapaddharma ityahurdharm epa v id h r ta h  praja l? / ib id .. 110.10-11.
2) T ra d i t io n a l ly  dharma r e s t s  p r im a r i ly  and e s s e n t i a l ly  upon r e v e la t io n  o r  gruti. And 
the  Vedic t e x t s  a re  th e  p r in c ip a l  revea led  t e x t s  -  'd iv ine  words g a th e red  
d i r e c t ly  by the  in sp ired  bards . '  R. Lingat, The C la s s ic a l  Law of  India, p.7.
3) Qantiparvan, 175.34, and Arapyakaparvan, 194.12.
4) Tatab satyani ca dharmaiji ca tap o  brahma ca ^a^vatam/
Acaraqi caiva ^aucaip ca sv a rg a y a  vidadhe p rab h u h //  ( re fe re n ce  m isla id )
5) Note th a t  when Y udhi$ th ira  ask s  about dharma, Bhl§ma answ ers  t h a t  ' I t  i s  very 
d i f f i c u l t  to  exp la in . '  du§karah pratisarpkhyatuip ^ a n tip a rv a n ,  110.9. c.f. P.V. Kane, 
H istory  of Dharma^astra. vol. 1, p ;l,
6) Lingat, op .c it . .  p,3. Compare, too, Jeanine  M il le r 's  comments on dharma and pta  
during  th e  Vedic period: 'The second law word, dharman, from dhp, to  b u t t r e s s ,  
support,  which o f te n  governs pta, seems to  have meant in Vedic tim es t h a t  which 
holds to g e th e r  th rough  the  inheren t  law of harmony, cohesion, t h a t  which
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From t h i s  g e n e ra l  sense , th e  domain o f  dharma i s  capable  of almost un lim ited  
expansion u n t i l  i t  r e g u la te s  or encompasses each and every  a sp ec t  o f  th e  t r i p l e -  
world, At th e  cosmic leve l ,  dharma becomes the  s e t  o f  r u le s  or in ju n c t io n s  which 
govern th e  network of r e l a t io n s h ip s  which should id ea l ly  e x is t  between gods and 
demons, gods and men, and so on. Fu r the r ,  i t  i s  th e  s e t  of r u le s  which governs the  
conduct of th e  v a r io u s  groups of be ings in the  evolved t r ip le -w o r ld .  This means 
d i f f e r e n t  th in g s  a t  d i f f e r e n t  lev e ls .  For th e  g re a t  Gods, fo r  in s tance ,  t h e i r  dharma 
is  the  p rocess  of c re a t io n ,  p r e s e rv a t io n  and d e s t ru c t io n ,  which they  r e p e a te d ly  bring 
about fo r  a l l  the  cyc les  of e t e r n i t y . 1 At the  lev e l  o f  m orta l  so c ie ty ,  dharma 
in c re as in g ly  became th e  s e t  of r u le s  t h a t  des ig n a ted  th e  re q u i re d  duty o f  a 
p a r t i c u la r  c la s s  (varpa) and s ta g e  of l i f e  Cagrama), For t h i s  reason  i t  i s  normally
as  family and sex. The d u t ie s  p e r ta in in g  to  th ese  c a te g o r ie s  a llows each ind iv idua l  
to  define  h i s  own in d iv id u a l  dharma, in  accordance w ith  th e  s t a t u s  Cyarns') and s ta g e  
of l i f e  < agrama) a t  which he s tands .  The t o t a l i t y  of r u le s  to  which he must conform 
is  h is  svadharma, And, i t  i s  im portan t  to  note, what th e  in d iv id u a l  should do -  h is  
svadharma -  i s  t h a t  which in any case  accords with h i s  in h e r i te d  na tu re .  For 
in s tance ,  what a gudra should  do i s  t h a t  which h i s  n a tu re  u rg e s  him to  do. As 
cod if ied  in the  Dharmasutras and r e l a t e d  t e x t s ,  varpagramadharma became a su b je c t  of
m ain ta ins  th e  foundations  of th e  law. Dharman i s  a more s p e c ia l i s e d  a sp ec t  of  pta  
and i s  used  in th e  sense  of s p e c i f ic  s t a t u t e s  t h a t  s u s ta in ,  r e g u la te  and o rder  
the  course  of th e  un iverse ;  th e  term p ta  r e f e r r in g  to  th e  whole, i.e. th e  cosmic 
and s o c ia l  o rder , th e  t ru th ,  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t e ,  th e  term  dharman t o  s p e c i f ic  
r e g u la t io n s  binding under t h a t  whole. The f ixed  norms of  cosmic o rder  m anifest  
them selves  a s  th e  d iv ine  s t a t u t e s  which uphold th e  march of a l l  th in g s  and 
m aintain  th e  u n iv e rse  in every  a sp ec t . '  M iller, op .c it . .  p. 101,
1) R.C, Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 104,
ca lled  varnagramadharma, a l though  i t  may a lso  d i f f e r  accord ing
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unending com plex ity .1 I t  Is  mostly  in t h i s  sense  th a t  th e  Mahabharata cons ide rs  the  
term dharma; and i t  i s  only to  be expected  th a t  th e  dharma o f  m orta ls  should be of 
most concern to  our au th o rs .
In the  Rg Vedat a t  l e a s t ,  p ta  and dharma probably only app lied  to  human beings 
and d e i t i e s  in  th e  reg ion  o f  sa t;  w ith  th e  demons dwelling below in the  reg ion  of 
asa t  abhoring th ese  s ta n d a rd s .32 However, th e  Epic and l a t e r  Hindu world was to  
become much more thoroughly  e th ic i s e d  w ith  no t ions  o f  dharma and svadharma, and 
even varpa, in c re a s in g ly  app lied  t o  o th e r  c a te g o r ie s  of being, inc lud ing  demonic 
groups. Again i t  i s  im portan t  to  n o te  th a t  the  dharma o f  each ca tegory  of being in 
the  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  t h a t  which p e r t a in s  to  th e  n a tu r e  o f  t h a t  ca tegory . What one 
should  do <svadharma) i s  t h a t  which one 's  n a tu re  d i r e c t s  one to  do. Thus i t  i s  the  
n a tu re  o f  snakes  to  b i te ,  rak$asas  to  e a t  human f le s h  and guzzle  blood, demons to  
des troy , deceive and harm, gods to  g ive and s e e r s  to  r e s t r a i n  t h e i r  senses; and so 
i t  i s  t h e i r  svadharma to  do so .3
Probably th e  idea  of demonic svadharma*s would have seemed s t r a n g e  to  Vedic 
man. Even s t r a n g e r ,  though, must have seemed th e  l a t e r  tendency, p a r t l y  ev iden t  in 
the  Mahabharata, to  a t t r i b u t e  varna to  gods, demons and rakpasas, Thus th e r e  a re  
r e f e rn c e s  to  brahmin demons such as  Vi^varupa and Vptra,'1 and to  brahmin rak$asas  
who a re  considered  p a r t i c u l a r l y  powerful.® There i s  even a r e fe re n c e  to  in te rm ix tu re  
of  varpa 's  (saipkaras) o ccu rr ing  amongst th e  demons a f t e r  they  began to  f a l l  away 
from v i r tu e  and dharma with th e  passage  of  time.® During t h e i r  f o r e s t  e x i le  Bhima 
despa tches  a rak$asa  c a l le d  J a ta s u ra ,  i.e. th e  asura  w ith  th e  a s c e t i c  b ra id ;7 and 
th e r e  i s  a lso  a r e fe re n c e  to  th e  rak$asa  demon M arica becoming an
1) See P.V, Kane, op .c it . .  vol. 1, pp. 1-6, vo l.2, pp. 1-3. W in te rn i tz  s u g g e s t s  th e  reason 
why t h i s  was sot 'Through th e s e  works (the  Dharmasutras) th e  Brahmans succeeded 
in  t ran sfo rm ing  th e  Law of  a n c ien t  Ind ia  to  t h e i r  own advantage, and in  making
t h e i r  in f lu e n ce  f e l t  in  a l l  d i r e c t io n s . '  M. W in tern itz ,  A H is to ry  of Indian
L i te r a tu re ,  v o l . l ,  p .275.
2) W. Norman Brown, 'DIrghataraas 's  Vision o f  C reation ',  in India  and Indology, p.61.
3) O 'Flaherty, The Problem of Evil  ... op .c it . .  p.95.
4) e.g. Udyogaparvan, 10.42-43, 13.10-12.
5) (Jalyaparvan, 42.16. 6) Qantiparvan, 221.64.
7) Araijyakaparvan, 154.1 ff .
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a s c e t ic  ( tapasyaip),' On h i s  to u r  of th e  tir th a s , Krona's e ld e r  b ro th e r  Balarama 
comes to  th e  sac red  spo t  c a l led  £ankha where he beheld a g ig a n t ic  t r e e  where th e re  
dwelt yak$as, ra k $ a sa sf p igacas, and thousands of s lddh as . A bsta in ing  from o th e r  
kinds o f  food, they  a te  only the  f r u i t  o f  t h a t  king o f  th e  f o r e s t  a t  the  proper 
time, in accordance w ith  t h e i r  vows and r u le s .2 Amongst th e  gods, th e  Adityas a re  
s a id  to  be k p a tr iya s , th e  Maruts a re  vaigyas, while th e  A lv ins  a re  gudras, and the  
gods honoured by the  A ng iras1 fam ily a re  brahmins.3 However, th e  p a r t i a l  ex tens ion  
of the  system  of  varnagramadharma worked out fo r  man to  o th e r  c a te g o r ie s  of being 
could cause  some p e c u l ia r  com plications, e s p e c ia l ly  fo r  Indra  (a k $ a tr iy a  god 
h im self*)  when opposed to  brahmin demons, who should be honoured as  brahmins, but 
must be s la in  a s  demons.6
However, th e  complicated demands o f  varpagramadharma a re  complicated even more 
by the  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  a second le v e l  o f  dharma, g e n e ra l ly  ca lled  sanatana  ( 'e te rn a l ' )  
or samanya ( 'equa l '  or ' th e  same fo r  everyone ')  dharma. O 'F laherty  d i s t in g u is h e s  them 
well:
Svadharma i s  a s  complex a s  th e  c a s te  system; a b s o lu te  o r  e t e r n a l  (sana tana)  
dharma i s  r a t h e r  l ik e  th e  ten  commandments -  e a s i ly  memorised, not so e a s i ly  
followed. Absolute  dharma demands th a t  a l l  o f  us behave p roper ly  in c e r ta in  
g e n e ra l  ways, in ad d it io n  to  the  p a r t i c u l a r  req u irem en ts  o f  our  s o c ia l  c la s s  
and s ta g e  of  l i f e . 6
While th e r e  i s  no common agreement amongst the  t e x t s  on th e  p re c is e  
requ irem en ts  o f  a b s o lu te  dharma t h e r e  i s  n e v e r th e le s s  broad agreement. Explaining 
the  g e n e ra l  d u t i e s  of th e  fou r  varjpas in the  $antiparvan , Bhi?ma t e l l s  Yudhi?thira: 
'Freedom from anger, t r u t h f u l n e s s  o f  speech, sharing , pa tience ,  p ro c re a t io n  on one's 
wife, p u r i ty  and f r ie n d l in e s s ,  r e c t i tu d e ,  and maintenance of  dependents: th e s e  a re  
the  nine (d u t ie s )  fo r  a l l  th e  varpas . '7 The A rth agastra , which i s  a t  l e a s t  
contemporary w ith  th e  ffahabharata, lays  down th a t  a l l  men must c u l t iv a t e  non-in ju ry , 
t ru th ,  p u r i ty ,  good will,  mercy and patience.® For m orta ls ,  r e c o n c il in g  th e  demands o f  
r e l a t i v e  and a b s o lu te  dharma cannot have been easy. A capgfSla r e q u ire d  by h i s  
svadharma to  s la u g h te r  animals would find i t  a cu te ly  d i f f i c u l t  to  observe  the  
p re c e p ts  o f  p u r i ty ,  r e c t i t u d e  and non-in ju ry .  I t  may w e ll  be because o f  th e s e  
i r r e c o n c i la b le  c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  th e  Epic bards  a lso  i n f l i c t e d  the  demands of ab so lu te  
dharma upon th e  p r in c ip a l  p a r t i c ip a n t s  In t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  world. Thus in th e  Epic we
1) Ibid.. 261,55. 2) (Jalyaparvan, 36.20-22. 3) Q antiparvan, 201.22-23.
4> Ibid.. 22.11, 5) See O 'Flaherty, The Problem of Evil ... op .c it . .  pp .104.
6) Ibid.. p.95. Also se e  P.V. Kane, op .c it . .  vol.2, pp.3-11,
7) Akrodhah satyavacanaiji saqivibhagah k$ama t a t h a /
Prajanah sve?u  d a re$ u  $aucamadroha eva c a / /
Arjavarp bhptyabharanaip n a v a i te  s a rv a v a rp ik a h /  Qantiparvan, 60.7-8.
8) A rth agastra  1.3.13 c i t e d  in O 'Flaherty, The Problem o f  E v il  ... o p .c i t ,. p.95.
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find  f re q u e n t  in s ta n c e s  o f  demons adopting  a v i r tu o u s  l i f e - s t y l e  c o n s is te n t  with 
adherence to  a code of a b s o lu te  dharma. However, as  O 'F laherty  has so admirably 
dem onstrated , he re  too  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  r e l a t i v e  and a b s o lu te  dharma c re a te d  
c o n tra d ic t io n s  t h a t  could no t always be reso lved . P a r t i c u la r  d i f f i c u l ty  a t ta ch e d  to  
such p re c e p ts  a s  non-in ju ry ,  freedom from anger, pa t ie n ce  and compassion, when the  
more demonic forms o f  c re a t io n  t r i e d  to  reconc ile  t h e i r  svadharma to  k i l l  and be 
c ru e l  w ith  th e  e t e r n a l  dharma to  observe  no n - in ju ry  and mercy,1
While th e  p o t e n t i a l  fo r  c o n tra d ic t io n s  in th e  Epic system  o f  dharma was 
considerab le , i t  n e v e r th e le s s  provided a system of r u l e s  th rough  which o rd e r  should 
p r e v a i l  in God's c re a t io n .  But dharma by no means gu a ran teed  th e  ascendancy of 
order.
An obvious reason  was t h a t  c re a tu r e s  did not always ab ide  by th e  p rec e p ts  of 
dharma. As well, weakness was b u i l t  in to  the  very system  i t s e l f ,  fo r  c e r ta in  
svadharmas (of demons, rak$asas, snakes  and m alevolent s p i r i t s ) ,  le g i t im a te  though
they  might be, u l t im a te ly  promoted d iso rd e r  and th e  r u le  of adharma in th e  t r i p l e ­
world; d e s p i te  the  f a c t  th a t  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  demanded th e  p reva lence  o f  dharma fo r  
i t s  o rdered  ex is te n ce .  Although i t  was l e g i t im a te  -  and indeed n ecessa ry  and 
req u ired  -  fo r  the  more demonic forms o f  c re a t io n  to  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  svadharmas, i t  
was only l e g i t im a te  w ith in  l im i t s  s e t  by th e  need to  m ain ta in  the  primacy of order 
and dharma. I f  they  proved too  s u c c e s s fu l  or determ ined in f u l f i l l i n g  t h e i r  
svadharma, th e  f r a g i l e  r u le  o f  dharma would be th rea ten ed .  In th e  Mahabharata, 
dharma seems to  be ever  under th r e a t ;  and, a s  we s h a l l  see , th e  in te rv e n t io n  of one 
of th e  g r e a t  Gods to  r e s t o r e  th e  balance i s  c o n s ta n t ly  requ ired .  In term s of degree, 
i f  not q u a n ti ty ,  i t  i s  in t h i s  way t h a t  th e  d iv ine  world makes th e  g r e a t e s t  impact
on m orta l  a f f a i r s  in th e  Epic.
By t h i s  s tag e ,  i t  should  be apparen t th a t  th e  com plex it ie s  of th e  Indian cosmos
1) See ibid.. ch a p te r  5.
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a re  merely a m ir ro r  image o f  th o se  of  orthodox Hindu so c ie ty .  J u s t  as  orthodox 
so c ie ty  i s  c h a ra c te r i s e d  by h iera rchy , in terdependence, and th e  f e a r  of so c ia l  
d iso rde r ,  so i s  th e  cosmos a t  la rge .  The a u th o rs  of our t e x t  have t ran sp o sed  onto 
the  m yste rious  and crowded cosmos beyond, the  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e i r  own 
soc ie ty .  And j u s t  as  th e  in d iv id u a l  in orthodox s o c ie ty  i s  a mere point in a 
complicated web o f  r e la t io n s h ip s ,  so i s  man as  a s p e c ie s  a mere po in t in a 
complicated web o f  cosmic r e l a t io n s h ip s .  Given th is ,  i t  fo llow s t h a t  the  a b i l i t y  of 
d iv ine  or s u p e rn a tu ra l  be ings to  meddle in human a f f a i r s  i s  very considerab le , 
a lthough i t  w i l l  d i f f e r  with t h e i r  p o s i t io n  on the  h ie ra rchy , However, from our point 
o f  view what m a t te r s  i s  th e  po in t a t  which d iv ine  meddling becomes so pe rvas ive  and 
c o n s is te n t  t h a t  i t  may be considered  a s  predeterm in ing  man's l o t  or bestowing upon 
man h is  f a te .
At the  lower le v e l  of th e  Indian chain of being a re  to  be found a g re a t  
m u lt i tu d e  o f  s u p e rn a tu ra l  beings and s p i r i t s ,  such as  r i v e r  and mountain d iv in i t i e s ,  
sacred  t r e e s ,  d iv ine  animals, and a s s o r t e d  s p i r i t s  (e.g. rak$asas, p re ta s , bhutas, 
p igacas , demonic m others), o f te n  of  an ambiguous and dangerous n a tu re .  No doubt 
s p i r i t u a l  be ings  of t h i s  type  have always e x is te d  in th e  Hindu scheme of th ings ;  and 
in th e  day to  day l iv e s  of o rd ina ry  fo lk  they  may have been o f  more importance than  
the  h igher  gods and g r e a t  demons.1 This Importance, though, i s  no t r e f l e c t e d  in the  
form al l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  Hindu high t r a d i t io n .*  In th e  Mahabharata, th e s e  lower 
s p i r i t u a l  be ings sp r in g  in to  view f re q u e n t ly  enough, but only very occas iona l ly  do 
any of them play  an in d iv id u a l  p a r t  o f  any importance in th e  a f f a i r s  of Epic man. 
T heir  p o s i t io n  in the  Epic i s  more t h a t  of background decora tion ; only occas iona l ly  
do they even play  a sup p o rt in g  ro le .  When they do t h e i r  e f f e c t  may be b e n e f ic ia l  or
1) See Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p.3.
2) For in s tan ce ,  though th e  demonic m others who approach Skanda appear only b r ie f ly  
in  th e  pages o f  th e  Mahabharata, i t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  make them seem a f a r  more 
fearsome and c h i l l in g  fo rce  than  th e  volumes sa id  about rak$asas, Arapyakaparvan, 
219.14-57. Also se e  D. Kinsley, Hindu Goddesses, pp .151-60.
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harm ful to  mankind, but fo r  us t h i s  i s  o f  l i t t l e  importance. What does m at te r  i s  
th a t  th e  e f f e c t  I s  only occas iona l  and l im ited  in scope and d u ra t ion . In o th e r  words, 
the  lower s p i r i t u a l  be ings merely meddle; in no sense  can they  be considered  as 
ag e n ts  de te rm in ing  man's des tiny . This can be i l l u s t r a t e d  by a b r i e f  look a t  two of 
the  more prominent and s u c c e s s fu l  o f  th e  Epic 's  lower s p i r i t u a l  be ings -  the  goddess 
Gahga, the  p e rs o n i f ie d  form of the  most im portan t of th e  holy r iv e r s ,  and the  king 
of  b irds , Garuqia.
The main c o n tr ib u t io n  o f  th e  goddess Gahga to  th e  Mahabharata i s  her 
assum ption o f  human form -  a t  th e  behest  o f  th e  Vasus -  and m arriage  to  King 
£aiptanu, whose p re d i le c t io n  fo r  b e a u t i f u l  women s t a r t s  th e  r o t  in the  Bharata 
l ineage, and s e t s  the  scene fo r  the  c e n t r a l  p lo t  of th e  Epic. This m arriage  between 
m orta l  and d iv ine  b e a rs  f r u i t  in th e  form of Bhl^ma, the  g ra n d fa th e r  of the  
d isp u t in g  Papqiavas and Kauravas, and a p r in c ip a l  a c to r  in th e  s to r y - l i n e  of the  
Epic.1 T h e re a f te r  th e  goddess makes th e  occas ional appearance in  the  i n t e r e s t s  of 
he r  son: to  m ediate  (u n su ccessfu l ly )  between Bhi?ma and h i s  guru, th e  g re a t  w arrio r  
brahmin Rama Jamadagnya;^ to  d r iv e  Bhl?ma's ch a r io t  in th e  subsequen t b a t t l e  a f t e r  
her son had been g r ie v o u s ly  wounded and h is  c h a r io te e r  s la in ;3 to  t r y  to  d issuade  
(u n successfu l ly )  Amba from her  tapas  to  become a man so she could d e s tro y  Bhi?ma;^ 
and to  shed t e a r s  fo r  th e  dead Bhl?ma a s  only a mother can.s  The goddess a lso  
makes an im portan t  appearance in th e  famous myth of th e  descen t of th e  Ganges from 
heaven to  e a r th .  In t h i s  myth, B hag lra tha  p r o p i t i a t e s  he r  w ith  f i e r c e  a u s t e r i t i e s  and 
induces he r  to  descend to  e a r th  to  wash and p u r ify  th e  bones of h is  fo rb e a rs ,  the  
wicked Sagaras;  and to  c o in c id e n ta l ly  f i l l  up th e  ocean t h a t  had been drunk dry by 
th e  mighty sage  Agastya a s  a favou r  to  th e  gods.e As th e  Gahga was considered  to
1) Adiparvan, 91-93. 2) Udyogaparvan, 179.22-30..
3) Ibid.. 184,15-17. 4) Ibid,. 187.29-40.
5) £an tipa rvan , 154.26. Kpgha conso les  her  a t  ibid.. 154.27-29,
6) See Araijyakaparvan, 107.13-25, 108.1-14. For th e  s to r y  o f  th e  Sagaras , see  
Arapyakaparvan 104.6-22, 105.1-25, 106.1-27. For A gastya 's  consumption of the  
ocean, se e  Ararjyakaparvan, 102.15-23, 103.1-19.
138
have Ines tim ab le  q u a l i t i e s  o f  p u r i f i c a t i o n 1 th e  g oddess 's  boon to  Bhaglra tha  was o f  
g r e a t  b e n e f i t  to  th e  m orta l  in h a b i ta n ts  o f  Earth.
Garuda i s  the  most im portan t  of  th e  Epic 's  many animal d i v i n i t i e s  to  assume an 
ind iv idua l  r o le  in th e  a f f a i r s  of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ;  and indeed, he has  e f f e c t iv e ly  
r i s e n  from th e  lower echelons to  a rank a t  l e a s t  commensurate with th e  h igher  gods, 
Garuda's  p r in c ip a l  e x p lo i t  in th e  Epic i s  to  ca rry  o f f  th e  e l i x i r  of im m orta li ty  from 
Indra  and the  o th e r  Vedic gods. In th e  days of old, i t  i s  r e l a te d ,  Garuda's  mother 
V ina ta  and he r  s i s t e r  Kadru wagered t h e i r  freedom on th e  co lour of th e  t a i l  o f
Uccaih^ravas, th e  ho rse  th a t  a ro se  a t  th e  churning of the  ocean. But Kadru cheated
and V ina ta  and he r  son Garuda were enslaved  to  Kadru and h e r  one thousand snake
sons. When Garuda asked th e  snakes how they might be freed , th e  snakes demanded the
e l i x i r  o f  im m orta li ty  from the  gods,25 Garuda achieved t h i s  w ith  ease , ro u t in g  
( v lk $ ip ta s ) th e  Vedic gods and leav ing  them to rn  and bloodied from h is  beak, ta lo n s  
and wings.3 However, a f t e r  Indra  conceded th e  b ird s  s u p e r io r  s t r e n g th  and sought h is  
f r iendsh ip ,  Garuda allowed th e  anxious king o f  gods to  s t e a l  th e  e l i x i r  back be fore  
th e  snakes could have a t a s t e .  In d ra 's  anx ie ty  was c o n s id e rab le  fo r  those  who drank 
th e  potion  could thw art  even th e  gods.'4 G aruda's  e x p lo i t s  a lso  won him Vi?nu's 
favour, and th e  g re a t  God chose Garuda to  be h is  mount Cvahanaip) and extended to  
him the  a t t r i b u t e s  of im m orta li ty , even though Garuda had not even t a s t e d  the  
e l i x i r . s
However, i t  i s  not j u s t  th e  Vedic gods who s u f f e r  from Garuda 's  su rp a s s in g  
s t r e n g th .  As Garuda s e t s  out to  o b ta in  th e  e l i x i r ,  he complains to  h i s  mother of 
hunger, V ina ta  a d v ise s  Garuda to  feed on the  thousands  o f  m orta l  f i s h e r f o lk  in t h e i r  
abode on th e  sho re  of  th e  ocean; a lthough  she warns t h a t  he must on no account ever 
ea t  a brahmin. Thereupon th e  pow erfu l and hungry b ird  f e l l  upon th e  ni$ada  ' l ike
1) See Anuijasanaparvan, 27.18-105. 2) See Adiparvan, 18-23.
3) See Ibid.. 28.1-25, 29.1-10, 29.17-20.
4) asmaftste h i  p rabadheyur, ibid.. 30.7. Also ibid.. 29.22-23, 30.8-22.
5) See ibid.. 29.13-16.
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g r e a t  Time th e  Ender* (ka la  ivan tako  mahan), and he crushed (nipUdayan) t h a t  much 
s u f f e r in g  race  of f i s h e r  fo lk ,1 s topp ing  only to  r e g u r g i t a t e  a brahmin who had burnt 
f i e r c e ly  in h i s  t h r o a t . a
But Garuqla's hunger was s t i l l  not sa ted ,  so h is  f a th e r  Kagyapa sugges ted  he 
feed upon the  g r e a t  s e e r s  (maharpifr) Vibhavasu and S u p ra t lk a  who, a f f l i c t e d  by 
anger and greed, had m utually  cursed  each o th e r  to  become an e lephan t and a 
t o r t o i s e .3 These se e rs ,  who con tinued  th e  q u a r r e l  in t h e i r  animal forms, f in a l ly  
f i l l e d  the  g r e a t  b ird  up.
While both th e s e  gods of lower o r ig in  have r i s e n  to  play r o le s  o f  importance in
the  Mahabharatat w ith  consequences th a t  a re  both b e n e f ic ia l  and d e tr im e n ta l  to  
mankind, i t  i s  apparen t th a t  t h e i r  impact i s  l im ited  and occasional.  In no sense  can 
they be considered  as  a g e n ts  of d e s t in y  in the  a f f a i r s  of men.
I f  we move f u r th e r  up th e  h ie ra rch y  to  the  echelons o f  th e  h igher  gods and 
d iv ine  beings, we find  more promising cand ida tes  in th e  form o f  th e  old Vedic gods, 
p lu s  some more r e c e n t  a r r i v a l s  such a s  Skanda.4 In th e  Mahabharata, th e s e  h igher  
gods a re  in t im a te ly  and c o n s ta n t ly  involved in the  a f f a i r s  of men; th e  pa th  from 
Heaven to  E ar th  i s  a very  w ell worn one.
I t  i s  not even easy to  t e l l  th e  d i f f e re n c e s  between men and gods, fo r  physica l ly
and psycho log ica l ly  th e  gods have been thoroughly  anthropomorphised. Although gods 
have d iv ine  and luminous bodies in s te a d  o f  the  g ro ss  and m a te r ia l  bodies o f  m ortals , 
the  e x te r n a l  shape i s  o f  human form. And l ike  men th e  gods a re  male or female, have 
spouses, beget ch ild ren , s u f f e r  hunger and t h i r s t ,  indu lge  in  sexua l  in te rc o u rs e ,  and 
enjoy play, r e v e l ry  and th e  f in e r  p le a s u re s  of l i f e .  In a d d it io n  to  a human shape, 
they have human fe e l in g s ,  p a s s io n s  and weaknesses. As w ell  a s  love and
1) When th e  Paijqiavas make t h e i r  escape from the  f i r e - t r a p  b u i l t  fo r  them a t  the  
behes t  of Duryodhana, i t  i s  a ni?ada  woman and h e r  f iv e  sons whom they  burn in 
t h e i r  p lace  -  and t h i s  a t  th e  s u g g e s t io n  of Y u d h i^ h i r a .  Adiparvan, 136.1-4. And 
the  a s to n is h in g ly  t a l e n te d  bowman Ekalavya, whose r ig h t  thumb Dropa demands in 
o rder  to  s a t i s f y  Arjuna 's  van ity ,  a lso  was a ni$ada. Ibid.. 123.10-39.
2) Ibid.. 24.1-14, 25.1-2 . 3) Ibid.. 25.10-18.
4) Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p.54.
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compassion, the  gods e x h ib i t  l u s t  and d e s ire ,  p r ide  and jea lousy , g reed  and dece i t .  
Indra, e sp ec ia l ly ,  i s  su b je c t  to  a l l  th e  weaknesses o f  worldly  men. Generally, the  
h igher  gods a re  made more or l e s s  in th e  image of man -  though not e n t i r e ly .  As 
Duh^anta f in d s  out a t  her  svayajpvara, un like  m orta ls  gods do not p e rsp ire ,  blink, 
c a s t  a shadow, become dusty , or q u i te  touch th e  ground with  t h e i r  f e e t ,  and nor do 
t h e i r  g a r la n d s  ever  w i th e r .1 The p r in c ip a l  f a c to r  th a t  i s  supposed to  d i s t in g u is h  
gods and men i s  t h a t  th e  gods a re  deemed to  be immortal. But in th e  Hindu system 
t h i s  does not mean th a t  the  gods a re  f r e e  o f  death  -  merely th a t  they  have a longer 
l i f e ;  fo r  a t  th e  end of th e  cosmic cycle th e  gods too  d is so lv e  back in to  the  
p rim ord ia l  un ity .
However, much as  th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between gods and men i s  im portan t,  i t  i s
secondary to  what i s  th e  c e n t r a l  theme in Epic (and Hindu) mythology, th e  e t e r n a l
c o n f l ic t  between gods and demons. I t  i s  w ith in  t h i s  con tex t  t h a t  th e  i n te r a c t io n
between gods and men must always be considered.
The cause  of t h i s  c o n f l ic t  has  been a sou rce  of s c h o la r ly  d isagreem ent. Some
sc h o la rs  see  i t  e s s e n t i a l ly  as  a c o n f l ic t  between good and e v i l .2 However, a r ec e n t
and i n f l u e n t i a l  s tudy  of  the  problem concludes o therw ise:
Thus th e  c o n f l ic t  between gods and demons in Hinduism does not r e p re s e n t  a 
c o n f l ic t  between good and ev il ,  no t  because good and e v i l  do not c o n f l ic t  in 
the  Hindu view (though many t e x t s  would support  t h i s  view) but because th e s e  
moral c a te g o r ie s  do not apply to  th e  two superhuman f a c t io n s .3
The demons, P ro fe s so r  O 'F laherty  a rgues , a re  not normally held  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  the
o r ig in  of ev il ,  and nor do they  always r e p re s e n t  e v i l  and m is fo rtune , ju s t  as  the
gods do not always r e p re s e n t  unm it iga ted  'good'.'4 Indeed, ' th e  one in v a r iab le
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of th e  gods i s  t h a t  they  a re  the  enemies o f  th e  demons, and the  one
in v a r iab le  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  demons i s  t h a t  they a re  opposed to  the  gods. ... the
1) Arapyakaparvan, 54.23-24.
2) J. Gonda, A spects  of Early  Visnuism. p. 162; and A.B. Keith, The Religion and 
Philosophy o f  th e  Veda and Gpanisads. v o l . l ,  p.72.
3) O 'Flaherty, Problem of Evil  ... op .c it . .  p.63.
4-) Ibid.. c h a p te rs  4-6.
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two groups, a s  groups a re  not fundam entally  morally opposed , '1 Therefore, 'The 
c ru c ia l  d i s t i n c t io n  between gods and demons i s  p o w e r . T h e r e  i s  t r u t h  in  a l l  th is ,
but th e re  i s  a danger t h a t  too  much has been concluded from too  l i t t l e .
While i t  i s  q u i te  t r u e  t h a t  th e  demons a re  seldom he ld  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  the  
o r ig in s  o f  ev il ,  th e  argument t h a t  ' th e  ambiguous n a tu re  of th e  demons (...) in 
Hinduism makes them t o t a l l y  u n s u i ta b le  to  bear  th e  blame fo r  th e  o r ig in  of e v i l '3 i s  
a t  b es t  only p a r t l y  t ru e .  For, from our examination of  th e  cosmogonic myths i t  
should be apparen t  th a t ,  g iven  th e  p o s i t io n  th e  demons occupy on th e  sc a le  of
c rea tion , they  could s c a rc e ly  even be considered  a s  th e  o r ig in  of ev il .  In the
cosmogonic myths, th e  o r ig in  o f  e v i l  (and good) must in v a r iab ly  come back to  the  
g r e a t  Gods who re p e a te d ly  c re a te ,  p re se rv e  and d e s tro y  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  In which 
the  demons and h ig h e r  gods a re  merely subo rd ina te  a c to rs .  In t r u th ,  th e  demons 
might more f a i r l y  be considered  as  th e  v ic t im s of  ev il ,  fo r  they  a re  c re a te d  w ith  a 
demonic n a tu r e  (svabhaVa) which they  can never u l t im a te ly  escape. However, j u s t  
because the  demons a re  not r e sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  o r ig in s  o f  ev il ,  i t  does not follow 
th a t  they  do not r e p re s e n t  th e  fo rc e s  of ev il .
C er ta in ly  in th e  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e  th e  demons a re  considered  a menace to  the
t r ip le -w o r ld ,  no t so much because they  r e p re s e n t  th e  fo rc e s  of e v i l  in  an e th i c a l  
sense, but because  they  r e p r e s e n t  th e  fo rc e s  o f  chaos and d iso rd e r .  In s im i la r  
fash ion  th e  gods r e p re s e n t  the  fo rc e s  of o rder  which suppo rt  r ^ !  arid by im plica tion  
a re  a fo rce  fo r  good in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  even i f  t h e i r  a c t io n s  may not always seem 
so.4 The f e a r s  of th e  Vedic Ind ians  about the  f r a g i l i t y  of c re a t io n  a re  h e re  
m ytho log ica lly  exp ressed  in term s o f  the  opposit ion  between gods and demons, order
and d iso rd e r ,  and l e s s  d i re c t ly ,  good and bad,
In th e  Epic pe riod  t h i s  in s t i n c t iv e  f e a r  th a t  th e  world o rd e r  r e p re s e n te d  a 
p rec a r io u s  balance  between o rd er  and chaos remained s tro n g ,  and continued to  find
1) Ibid.. p.58. 2) Ibid.. p.63.
3) Ibid.. p.57.
4) F.B.J. Kuiper, 'The Basic Concept of Vedic Religion ', H is to ry  o f  Religions, vol. 15 
(1975), pp. 107-120; Keith, op .c it . .  v o l . l ,  pp.83-85.
142
express ion  in  th e  mythology of gods v e rsu s  demons, The Epic cosmogonic myths a lone 
make t h i s  c le a r  enough. I t  w i l l  be r e c a l le d  t h a t  in one myth i t  i s  r e l a te d  how 
Brahma dec la red  the  dharma to  newly c re a te d  c re a tu re s .  The gods and p $ is  accepted 
dharma', while th e  demons, f u l l  o f  anger, greed  and p ride , worked fo r  the  d e s t ru c t io n  
of dharma and th e  ascendancy of adharma. They ha ra sse d  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  of the  t r i p l e ­
world and showed no compassion. Given t h e i r  c re a te d  n a tu re ,  t h e i r  re a c t io n  to  
Brahma's teach ing  was only to  be expected. Another cosmogonic myth r e l a t e s  how the  
a s u ra s  c a l led  the  Krodhavagas ('power o f  anger ')  were o f  c ru e l  deeds and c ru sh e rs  of 
t h e i r  enemies, while  the  Kaleyas were pow erfu l and d e s t r u c t iv e  danavas, and the  
rak$asas  were known a s  n a irp ta s  o r  'sons o f  d e s t ru c t io n ' .  And in  a V ai?nav ite  
c re a t io n  myth, Vi$ou prom ises t h a t  when d a ity a s  devoted to  harm and t e r r i b l e  
rak$asas  should  a r i s e  in the  world c re a t in g  the  ascendancy o f  adharma, he would 
descend to  e a r th  to  r e s t o r e  dharma.
Elsewhere, too, th e  gods choose th e  way of dharma and th e  demons th e  way of
adharma, a lthough  t h e i r  choices can only but be derived  from th e  svabhavas  w ith
which they were c rea ted .  During t h e i r  f o r e s t  ex ile ,  Loma^a r e a s s u r e s  Y udhi? th ira
with th e  fo llow ing  s to r y  o f  th e  due reward fo r  good and evil:
Formerly in the  Age of th e  Gods, I saw i t  a l l ,  0  Lord; th e  gods found p leasu re  
in dharma, the  demons abandoned dharma. The gods v i s i t e d  th e  fords, 0 Bharata, 
the  demons did not; not ab id ing  by dharma, p r ide  e n te re d  them f i r s t .  From 
p r ide  a ro se  arrogance  and from arrogance  came f o r th  anger; then from anger 
(arose)  sham elessness, (and) sham elessness  d e s troyed  t h e i r  conduct. Patience, 
fo rtune , and dharma soon d e s e r te d  those  (demons who had become) shameless, 
a rro g a n t ,  v i le  in conduct, and f a l s e  in  r e l ig io u s  observance. Then fo r tu n e  went 
to  th e  gods, (and) m is fo r tu n e  to  th e  demons, 0 king. Possessed  by m isfortune , 
t h e i r  minds a f f l i c t e d  by p ride , d issen s io n  e n te r e d  th e  d a ity a s  and danavas. 
Then, 0 Kaunteya, d e s t r u c t io n  soon b e f e l l  th e s e  danavas who were overpowered 
by m is fo r tu n e  (and) d issen s io n ,  overcome by p ride , lacking r i t e s ,  s e n se le ss ,  
and overcome by arrogance. Then, w ithout honour, the  d a ity a s  went to  complete 
d e s t r u c t io n .1
As well as o rd e r  and d iso rd e r ,  many o th e r  concerns a re  expressed  by Epic man in 
h is  mythology, one of  the  most im portan t being dharma. As we have seen, by th e  time 
of the  Mahabharata, dharma had developed in to  a com plicated  and demanding system. 
And as  o th e r  he te rodox  f a i t h s  had t h e i r  own views on th e  su b jec t ,  Epic Indians  could
1) Pur a devayuge caiva dr?taip sarvarp may a v ibho/ 
Arocayansura dharraaip dharmaip t a t y a j i r e  a s u r a h / /  
T I ry a n i  deva v iv i^ u rn a v is a n b h a ra ta s u ra t j /  
Tanadharmakpto darpafr purvameva sa m a v i^ a t / /  
Darpanmanal) samabhavanmanatkrodho v y a ja y a ta /  
K ro d h a d a h ris ta to  a l a j j a  vpttaip tegaiji t a t o  ana$at/7  
Tanala  j  j a n g a ta h r  Ikanh Inavp11 anvpth avr  a t  an /
K?ama lak^mlgca dharmasca n a c i r a tp r a j a h u s ta ta h /  
Lak?mlstu devanagam ada lak§m lrasu rannrpa //  
Tanalak$m isam avi$ te iridarpopahatacetasab/ 
Daiteyandananafujcaiva k a l i r a p y a v i^ a t ta t a t i / /
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be fo rg iven  fo r  p o ssess in g  g rave  doubts  about the  whole su b je c t  o f  duty. Quite  
n a tu r a l ly  th e s e  confusions came to  be expressed  and explored  in th e  realm of 
mythology. This i s  ev iden t  in the  tendency noted b e fo re  to  ex tend  to  gods and 
demons the  r ig o u r s  o f  the  human system  o f  dharma, with v a r io u s  t o r tu r o u s  dharmlc 
com plica tions fo r  both. But In d ra 's  problems in being pursued  by th e  s in  of 
brahmahatya C'brahmin-murder') a f t e r  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of a brahmin demon a re  as 
no th ing  Cat l e a s t  th e r e  a re  e x p ia t io n s )  compared to  th e  dharmic d i f f i c u l t i e s  s to re d  
up fo r  v i r tu o u s  demons, who s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  t h e i r  own n a tu re  to  follow a u n iv e rsa l  
code o f  dharmic v i r tu e .
All th is ,  though, in ev i ta b ly  com plica tes  the  b a s is  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  opposit ion  
between gods and demons; but th e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  only complicated, not changed, fo r  the  
old concern fo r  a balance between the  fo rc e s  of o rder  and d iso rd e r  continued s ide  
by side, and remained ju s t  a s  s tro n g .  In o th e r  words, some Epic myths concerning 
gods and demons con tinue  to  r e f l e c t  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  concern fo r  o rd e r  and d iso rder;  
while o th e r s  a re  a f f e c te d  by a newer concern fo r  dharma. But, even with the  l a t t e r  
myths, the  In fluence  o f  concerns about o rder  and d iso rd e r  a re  never e n t i r e ly  absent.
I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  th o se  demons -  no tab ly  Prahvada, Bali, Vairocana, Namuci, 
Vptra, Vigvarupa -  who do throw up t h e i r  demonic svadharma fo r  an a b so lu te  code of 
dharma a re  in v ar iab ly  i l l - r e w a rd e d  f o r  t h e i r  e f f o r t s .  There a re  various  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  A god may simply despatch  the  demon fo r th w ith ,  a s  Indra  does with the 
th r e a t  from Vigvarupa.1 In o th e r  myths, a god d e s t ro y s  th e  v i r tu o u s  demon through 
sheer  t re a ch e ry .  In d ra 's  d isp o sa l  of Vptra, w ith  a s s i s t a n c e  from Vi?nu, i s  th e  main 
Epic example.12 In ye t  o th e r  myths a god simply s t e a l s  the  demon's v i r tu o u s  c h a ra c te r  
by means o f  o u t r ig h t  d e c e i t  and fraud. Again, Indra i s  th e  main c u lp r i t  in
T ana lak$m isam av is tandanavanka lina  t a t h a /
Darp abhibhut ankaunt ey a kr iy  ah In anacet asat)/ /
M anabhibhGtanaciradvinagalj p ra ty a p a d y a ta /
N iry ag a sy a s ta to  d a i ty a h  kptsnago vilayaip ga t  a h / /
1) Udyogaparvan, 9 .3-31. 2)Ibid., 9 .40-52, 10.1-43, and (^antiparvan, 272,1-44.
Also compare Qalyaparvan, 42.27-37 fo r  In d ra 's  d e c e i t f u l  and t re a c h e ro u s  
d e s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  a su ra  Namuci. c.f. M, Bloomfield, 'The S to ry  o f  Indra  and 
Namuci', Jo u rn a l  o f  th e  American O r ie n ta l  S oc ie ty , vol.xv (1893), pp. 143-63.
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th e  Mahabharata while th e  demon king Prahvada i s  the  p r in c ip a l  v ic t im ,1 Vi$i>u's 
d isp o sa l  o f  th e  f a r  too  generous Bali i s  a ls o  m entioned ,* As i f  t h i s  were not 
enough, in o th e r  myths the  demon's v i r t u e  and dharma simply wane and d isappear  with 
the  passage  of t im e,3 In o th e r  words, th e  v i r tu o u s  demons j u s t  never  win. Indeed, 
with v i r tu o u s  demons t h e i r  adherence to  e t e r n a l  dharma and devotion  to  brahmins i s  
t h e i r  weakness; because i t  i s  so coun te r  to  th e i r  demonic svadharma, i t  a llow s the  
god to  eng inee r  t h e i r  d e fe a t  o r  i t  cannot s ta n d  a g a in s t  th e  p assage  o f  time. The 
v i r tu o u s  demons, th e  myths alm ost seem to  say, would have s tood  a b e t t e r  chance i f  
they had s tu ck  by t h e i r  demonic svadharma,
The u n s ta te d  assum ption of  the  myths would seem to  be th a t  though demons might 
throw o f f  t h e i r  svadharma, n e v e r th e le s s  t h e i r  svabhava  o r  Inheren t n a tu re  must, one 
way or another, u l t im a te ly  p rev a i l .  In the  Epic, demons -  w hatever  t h e i r  good 
in te n t io n s  -  a re  s t i l l  demons and a re  th e r e fo r e  a t h r e a t  to  th e  o rd er  of th e  t r i p l e ­
world. I t  i s  no tew orthy th a t  while Indra  t re a c h e ro u s ly  d e s t ro y s  th e  v i r tu o u s  V rtra , 
whom he r i g h t ly  f e a r s ,  w ith  the  demon's death  th e  sk ie s  c le a re d  up and an au sp ic io u s  
breeze  began to  blow; and a l l  th e  gods, gandharvas, yakpas, rakpasas , snakes and 
g r e a t  s e e r s  gave p ra i s e  to  Indra  and Vi?i}u,iil E lsewhere i t  i s  r e l a t e d  t h a t  with 
Vi sou 's  d isp lacem ent o f  Bali, and th e  r e tu r n  of Indra a s  king of th e  gods, and the  
r e -e s ta b l i s h m e n t  o f  s a c r i f i c e s  to  th e  gods and the  fo u rfo ld  o rder  of varnas, th e re  
was again  p r o s p e r i ty  in  the  t r ip le - w o r ld  <samrdhyamane tra ilo k y e ),s  Bhl§roa, too, 
r e l a t e s  t h a t  'When the  demons had been de fe a te d  (and) Qakra had become the  Lord of 
the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  p rospered  ( l i t .  rose  up) (and were) devoted to  t r u t h  
and dharma, ,e
S im ilar ly , though gods may ac t  d e c e i t f u l ly  and t re a c h e ro u s ly  and fo r  t h e i r  own
1) gan tipa rvan , 124.19-60. 2) Ibid.. 220,7,
3) Ibid.. 218.12-14, 221.26-79.
4) Udyogaparvan, 10.39-41. 5) Qantiparvan, 220.7-8.
6) P a rabhu te?u  d a i ty e $ u  gakre t r ibhuvanegva re /
P ra jah  sam uditab  s a rv a b  sa tyadha rm aparayapab //  Anugasanaparvan, 82.7.
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s e l f i s h  m otives, n e v e r th e le s s  they remain gods and th e i r  a c t io n s  u l t im a te ly  work fo r  
th e  ascendancy of dharma and order. In th e  end, the  old concern fo r  a balance 
between o rder  and d iso rd e r  p re s s e s  i t s  e f f e c t  upon v a r ia n t  myths concerned with 
v i r tu o u s  demons and th e  com plex it ies  of dharma. And much as  th e  v i r tu o u s  demon (and 
th e  d e c e i t f u l  god) add v a r i e ty  and i n t e r e s t  to  Epic mythology, and much as  we may 
f e e l  sympathy fo r  t h e i r  p l ig h t ,  we should not fo rg e t  t h a t  they  a re  not ty p ic a l  of 
your Epic demon. Far more ty p ic a l  a re  th e  doings of  Unda and Upasunda, and the  
fearsome Kaleyas, who s e t  them selves  on th e  conquest o f  th e  gods and the  
d e sp o l ia t io n  o f  th e  t r i p le - w o r ld .1
To conclude, th e  c e n t r a l  drama in Epic mythology i s  th e  e t e r n a l  c o n f l ic t  between 
gods and demons, who re p re s e n t  (though they  do not o r ig in a te )  th e  fo rc e s  of dharma 
and adharma, o rd e r  and d iso rde r ,  and l e s s  d i r e c t ly  good and ev il .  Though man i s  not 
a p r in c ip a l  p a r t i c ip a n t  in t h i s  cosmic c o n f l ic t ,  he p lays  a suppo rt ing  ro le  of  g r e a t  
importance fo r  the  gods. For th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  o f fe r in g s  of men a lone  s u s ta in  th e  
s t r e n g th  of th e  gods in t h e i r  s t ru g g le .  Men and gods a re  n a tu r a l  a l l i e s  in the  
s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  the  demons and th e  fo rc e s  of adharma. They e x i s t  in a symbiotic  
r e l a t io n s h ip  o f  m utual advan tage  which i s  w ell  a t t e s t e d  in th e  Epic.
In one myth the  gods conc ise ly  explain  th e  i n te r r e la t io n s h i p  o f  the  t r ip le - w o r ld
when they  a l l  approach th e  g r e a t  God Vi?pu fo r  help  a g a in s t  th e  demonic Kaleyas who
had been s la u g h te r in g  brahmins and d e s troy ing  s a c r i f ic e s :
All the  fou r  k inds of c r e a tu r e s  e x is t  on g i f t s  from here; (and) having been 
prospered, they  p ro sper  th e  dw elle rs  in heaven w ith  o b la t io n s  and o f fe r in g s .  
For th e  worlds proceed so, re ly in g  the  one on th e  o ther .  ... And when th e  
brahmins a re  des troyed , th e  e a r th  w il l  go to  i t s  d e s t ru c t io n .  Then, when the  
e a r th  i s  des troyed , Heaven w i l l  go to  i t s  d e s t r u c t io n .22
1) Adiparvan, 201-204; and Udyogaparvan, 98-101.
2) Itai> p ra d a n a d v a r ta n te  p ra ja ti  sarvac jca tu rv idhali/
Ta b h a v i t a  bhav ay an ti  havyakavyaird ivaukasah //  (1)
Loka hyevaip v a r t a y a n t i  anyonyaiji sam upagrita l i /
K?ine?u ca brahmape?u p p th iv l  k§ayam e?yati/  (2)
Tatafci ppthivyaip k^I^ayaip tridivaiji k$ayam e?yati / /  (4) Araoyakaparvan, 101.1-2,4.
146
In ano ther  myth, a f t e r  the  c re a t io n  has occurred  a l l  th e  gods approach Vi$flu and ask
what t h e i r  j u r i s d ic t i o n  Cadhikaro) was to  be. Vi?nu o rd a in s  an in te rdependen t
r e la t io n s h ip  with  men:
0 Gods, a r i s in g  out of my grace, t h i s  s h a l l  be your d i s t i n c t iv e  c h a ra c te r i s t i c .  
You w il l  be r ev e re d  with s a c r i f i c e s  (which a re )  completed w ith  ^t-th the  
cho ices t  g i f t s .  In yuga  a f t e r  yuga  you w il l  be en joyers  of the  f r u i t s  of 
ac tion . And also , 0 Gods, in a l l  worlds men w il l  worship you with s a c r i f i c e s  
(and) w i l l  d i s t r i b u t e  to  you s h a re s  produced in accordance w ith  the  Vedas, ... 
Created  fo r  your r e s p e c t iv e  ju r i s d ic t io n s ,  you -  who th ink  about a l l  m a t te rs  
in th e  ( t r ip le - )w o r Id  -  must uphold the  worlds s t r e n g th e n e d  by the  f r u i t  of 
s a c r i f i c i a l  s h a r e s ,1
When Y udh i? th ira  ask s  Bhl§ma about th e  o r ig n s  of k ingship, he ex p la in s  t h a t  a t  f i r s t  
th e re  was no such i n s t i t u t i o n  fo r  a l l  c re a tu r e s  p ro te c te d  each o th e r  by means of
dharma, But w ith  the  passage  o f  time, men came under th e  sway of fo l ly  (mohavagram)
and t h e i r  adherence to  dharma declined. Men became s u je c t  to  greed, d e s ire ,  anger 
and se x u a l  lu s t .  With confusion in the  world of men, th e  Vedas and dharma were lo s t .
And so, s t r i c k e n  with fea r ,  g r i e f  and s u f fe r in g ,  th e  gods sought r e fu g e  with Brahma
and expressed  t h e i r  concern: 'a ssu red ly ,  then, we s h a l l  be reduced to  e q u a l i ty  with 
m orta ls ,  0 Lord of th e  th r e e  worlds. For we pour downwards, and m orta ls  pour 
upwards (to us). T herefore , because o f  th e  c e ssa t io n  of t h e i r  ( re l ig io u s )  r i t e s  we 
s u f f e r  danger, 0 G randfa ther, r e f l e c t  on what i s  fo r  our w e l l-b e in g  in t h i s  m a t te r .1:2 
Brahma duly ordained  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n  of kingship.
1) Etadvo lak§apam deva matprasadasaroudbhavam/
Yuyaip y a jna ir i jyam anah  sam ap tavaradak$ ipa ih /
Yuge yuge bhavi^yadhvaiji p ra v p t t ip h a la b h o g in a h //  (53)
Yajnairye c a p i  y a k?yan ti  sa rv a lo k e? u  va i  s u r a h /
K alpay l$yan ti  vo b h a g a n s te  n a ra  v e d a k a lp i ta n / /  (54)
Yuyaip lokandharayadhvaqi y a jn ab h ag ap h a lo d itah /
S a rv a r th a c in ta k a  loke y a th a d h ik a r a n i r m i ta h / /  (56)
Yah k r iy a h  p r a c a r i? y a n t i  p r a v r t t i p h a l a s a tk p ta h /
T a b h ira p y a y l ta b a la  lokanvai d h a rsy i$ y a th a /7  (57) Qantiparvan, 327.53-54, 56-57. 
Compare <jantiparvan, 282.13 where th e  gods take  d e l ig h t  in  th e  v i r t u e  (dharme) 
and happ iness  o f  m orta ls .
2) Tatah sma samatam y a t a  ro a r ty a is tr ib h u v a n e g v a ra / /
Adho h i  var$amasmakar[i m ar ty as tu rd h v a p rav a rg ip a h /
Kriyavyuparam atte?Sip t a t o  agacchama saijifjayam//
Atra  nihqreyasaiji yannastaddhyayasva  p ltam aha / ibid.. 59.25-27. G enerally  see  
ibid.. 59.16-27. In the  Anugasanaparvan the  God Vayu r e l a t e s  t h a t  once th e  gods 
were conquered by th e  asu ras ,  and t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e  and svadha  to  th e  manes were 
s to len .  Moreover 'The r e l i g io u s  r i t e s  and s a c r i f i c e s  of th e  m o rta ls  (were stopped) 
by the  danavas, 0 Bull of th e  Haihaya. Then, t h e i r  lo rd sh ip  lo s t ,  th e
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I t  i s  th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  then, which l inks  gods and men to g e th e r  in a r e la t io n s h ip  of 
m utual advantage. Men honour th e  gods with s a c r i f i c e s  in  which they  o f f e r  sha re s  or 
po r tions ,  and th e s e  o f f e r in g s  a re  th e  very food of the  gods. T ra d i t io n a l ly  the  
o f fe r in g s  were o f  soma and cooked meat; a lthough as th e  d o c tr in e  o f  ahirpsa caught 
hold, v e g e ta b le  o f f e r in g s  were more norm al.1 In tu rn ,  th e  gods exe rc ise d  t h e i r  
b e n e f ic ia l  in f lu e n ce  to  en su re  th e  p r o sp e r i ty  o f  the  world; with Indra, fo r  instance, 
s p e c ia l i s in g  in  th e  sending o f  r a in .a This benefi ted ,  of course , not j u s t  men, but 
th e  gods too; fo r  u l t im a te ly  both derived  t h e i r  su s ten an ce  from a p ro sperous  ea rth .
I f  men and gods a re  n a tu r a l  a l l i e s ,  by im plica tion  men and demons a re  opposed 
to  each o ther . Normally in  th e  Mahabharata demons and men a re  not a n ta g o n is ts  in 
t h e i r  own r ig h t ; 3 but a s  s u s ta i n e r s  of the  god's s t r e n g th ,  men a re  vu lnerab le  to  
a t t a c k  by demons in te n t  on c u t t in g  o f f  the  god's source  o f  supply. As th e  demons 
Unda and Upasunda b r u ta l ly  concluded: 'The ro y a l  s e e r s  (and) th e  brahmins p rosper  
the  energy, s t r e n g th  and the  sp lendour  o f  the  gods with  t h e i r  g r e a t  s a c r i f i c e s  (and) 
ob la t ions .  All o f  us u n i te d  to g e th e r  must completely d e s t ro y  a l l  th e s e  mighty 
enemies o f  th e  asuras.'A
In th e  Mahabharata, the  h igher  gods and men in te r a c t  p r in c ip a l ly  w ith in  t h i s  
framework o f  m utual advantage  which c e n tre s  on the  s a c r i f i c e .  However, while the  
s a c r i f i c e  d e f in e s  and g u a ra n te e s  th e  a l l ia n c e  between gods and men, i t  does not 
g u a ra n tee  harmonious r e l a t i o n s  under a l l  c ircum stances.
To begin with th e re  i s  an elem ent of com petition  b u i l t  in to  th e  very
gods wandered the  e a r th  -  so i t  i s  heard . '
Karmejya manavanaip ca da n a v a irh a ih a y a r? ab h a /
B h r a s ta i s v a r y a s ta to  deva^ceruh p f th v lm i t i  ^ r u t i h / /  Anuqasanaparvan, 140.3.
I t  took th e  sage  Agastya to  r e s c u e  the  fo r tu n e s  o f  th e  gods. Ibid.. 140.1-11.
1) See, fo r  in s tance ,  A^vamedhikaparvan, 94.1-22.
2) Indra was, fo r  in s tance ,  a lso  th e  sender  of ra in . Compare, too, £an tipa rvan , 74.15 
fo r  th e  idea  th a t  Ind ra  does not r a in  down where r e l i g io u s  observances  a re  not 
adhered to.
3) Though compare Qantiparvan, 283.7-17 where the  demons a s s a i l  and c o n tro l  men 
because they  cannot endure o r  t o l e r a t e  t h e i r  v i r t u e  (dharma),
4) R ajar?ayo  m ahaya jna irhavyakavyairdv ija tayah /
Tejo balaip ca devanaiji v a rdhayan ti  griyarp t a t h a / /
Te?amevaqi pravpddhanarp sa rve?am asuradv i§am /
Saipbhuya sa rva iras raabh ib  karyah  sa rva tm ana  vadhaft// Adiparvan, 202.10-11.
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in te rdependence  of th e  r e la t io n s h ip ,  From th e  poin t of view o f  m orta ls ,  gods occupy
an exc lu s ive  and p r iv i le g e d  p os it ion ;  and so i t  was q u i te  n a tu r a l  th a t  m orta ls
should d e s i r e  to  become l ik e  gods. However, gods could only bu t be su sp ic io u s  of
m orta ls  who d e s i re d  to  r i s e  above t h e i r  s t a t i o n  and th re a te n  t h e i r  d iv ine p r iv i le g e s ,
A myth recounted  by th e  sage  Vyasa s e t s  the  problem well. In former tim es the  gods
a ttended  a s a c r i f i c i a l  s e s s io n  in th e  Naimi?a f o re s t  a t  which Yama acted  as  the
gamitr'1 p r ie s t :  ’Then Yama, 0 king, when consecra ted  th e re ,  no longer k i l le d  m orta l
c re a tu re s .  Thereupon th e s e  c re a tu re s ,  f re e d  from dea th  and th e  passage  o f  Time, grew
numerous,'^ Anxious and worried, Qakra and the  o th e r  gods approached P ra ja p a t i :
Then, assem bled to g e th e r ,  they  addressed  th e  te a c h e r  o f  the  world: 'Our f e a r  
i s  s e v e re  from t h i s  growth o f  men. Therefore, a g i t a te d  th rough  fe a r  (and) 
d e s i ro u s  o f  happiness, we have a l l  come to  you fo r  re fu g e . '
Brahma rep l ied :  'Why a re  you a f r a id  because of men when you a re  a l l  immortal? 
Let th e r e  never  be f e a r  in you from th e  p resence  o f  m o rta ls . '
The gods said: 'Because m orta ls  have become immortal, t h e r e  i s  no d i s t in c t io n  
anymore. T e r r i f i e d  a t  t h i s  lack of d i s t in c t io n ,  we have come h e re  to  seek 
d i s t i n c t io n . '3
Brahma r e a s s u re d  th e  gods th a t  Yama was only tem porar i ly  preoccupied  w ith  the  
s a c r i f ic e .  When he had f in ished , dea th  <antakalah) would r e tu r n  to  men. As w ith  the  
in te rdependence  between th e  brahmin and gudra, so w ith  gods and m orta l  men the  
ex a l ted  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  one depends upon the  lowly p o s i t io n  o f  th e  o ther . In t h i s
1) The p r i e s t  who ca rves  the  s a c r i f i c i a l  animal.
2) Tato yamo d i k $ i t a s t a t r a  r a j a -
nnam arayatkiipcidapi p ra jabhyah /
Tatab p r a j a s t a  bahu la  babhuvub
k a la t ip a t a n m a r a p a tp r a h lp a b / /  ibid.. 189.2.
3) Tato abruvanllokaguruip saraeta
bhayaip nas tlv ra ip  manugapaip vivpddhya/ 
Tasm adbhayadudvijantah sukhepsavab
prayama sa rv e  saraqaip bhavantam //
Kiip vo bhayarji manu§ebhyo yuyaip sa rv e  yadam arah/
Ma vo m ar tyasaka 9 advai bhayaip bhavatu  k a r h i c i t / /
Marty a hyamartyal) sa ipvptta  na vi^e^o a s t i  ka^cana/ 
A vi^e^adudvijan to  v i^ e g a r th a m ih a g a ta h / /  ibid.. 189.4-6.
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myth th e  p ro spec t  of the  d i s t i n c t io n  being bridged with th e  a b o l i t io n  o f  dea th  f i l l s  
the  gods with f e a r  and ho rro r .  F o r tu n a te ly  fo r  the  h ig h er  gods, Brahma w il l  not 
contem plate  such d iso rd e r  in h i s  c rea tion .
In Epic tim es t h i s  element o f  com petition  took on a sh a rp e r  edge with the 
b e l i e f  th a t  th rough  tapas  men could become not j u s t  equal to  th e  h igher  gods but 
g r e a t e r  than  them.1 Thus the  accum ulation of a s c e t ic  power by p r id e fu l  men could 
e a s i ly  be deemed a t h r e a t  by th e  more su sp ic io u s  and je a lo u s  of th e  gods; and most 
e sp e c ia l ly  by Indra. Indeed, d e s p i te  th e  emphasis given to  th e  in te rdependence  
between gods and men, th e re  a re  occas iona l  su g g e s t io n s  t h a t  th e  gods d e l ib e ra te ly  
co rrup t  men out o f  fea r ;  a lthough  lo g ic a l ly  t h i s  must u l t im a te ly  harm th e  gods too. 
When an unnamed brahmin se e s  m orta ls  a f f l i c t e d  by lu s t ,  anger, greed, fea r ,  
arrogance, s leep , s lo th  and indolence, the  d iv ine  cloud K u n d a d h a r a  expla ins: 'Men a re  
t ig h t ly  enchained by th e s e  (for)  th e  gods fe a r  men. So, a t  th e  command of the  gods, 
they h inder  (men) in a l l  ways.'3' And in amidst one of th e  more m isogynist s e c t io n s  
of the  Epic, Bhi$ma ex p la in s  to  Y udhi$ th ira  how form erly  men were c h a ra c te r i s e d  by 
r ig h te o u sn e ss ,  and so n a tu r a l l y  a t t a in e d  to  th e  d ig n ity  of gods -  a c ircum stance 
which much alarmed th e  gods. T h erefo re  a l l  th e  gods approached Brahma who, to  a l la y  
t h e i r  f e a rs ,  c re a te d  women with an Atharvan r i t e .  Brahma gave to  them the  d e s i r e  of 
enjoying a l l  k inds of  c a rn a l  p le a s u re  and so they  began to  pu rsue  v i r tu o u s  men. 
Brahma f u r th e r  c re a te d  anger  and lu s t ,  and a f f l i c t e d  by th e s e  fo rces ,  v i r tu o u s  men 
now sought th e  companionship of th e s e  s in f u l  women.3 However, the  p e c u l ia r  ten s io n  
produced between gods and men by a s c e t ic  power i s  a theme we s h a l l  exp lore  more
1) R.C. Zaehner p o in ts  to  th e  c o n f l ic t  in h eren t  in asce tism : 'The whole a s c e t ic  
t r a d i t io n ,  whether i t  be Buddhist, P la to n is t ,  Manichean, C h r is t ian ,  or Islamic, 
sp r in g s  from t h a t  most p o l lu te d  of a l l  sources , the  S a tan ic  s in  o f  pride , the
d e s ir e  to  be *like gods". We a re  not gods, we a re  so c ia l ,  i r r a t i o n a l  animals,
designed  to  become r a t i o n a l  s o c ia l  animals.* Zaehner, Hinduism, p.235.
2) E ta i r lo k a h  susaipruddha devanaip manu^adbhayam/
Tathaiva  devavacanadvighnaift k u rv an t i  s a rv a ^ a b / /  <Jantiparvan, 263.47. 
Presumably th e  idea  i s  t h a t  a f t e r  Brahma, Vi?pu o r  Qiva p u ts  th e se  v ices  in to
the  c re a t io n ,  th e  gods then  i n f l i c t  them on men.
3) Anu^asanaparvan, 40.5-10,
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fu l ly  below.1
However, o u ts id e  of the  s a c r i f i c e  and t h i s  sha red  fea r ,  th e  h igher  gods do not 
o f te n  ac t  a s  a group tow ards men; a lthough  they  normally do so ac t  towards demons. 
On one s in g u la r  occasion th e  gods as  a group do take  arms a g a in s t  the  m orta l Arjuna 
and th e  d iv ine  Kr?i?a in  an a ttem p t  to  save the  Khancjava f o r e s t  from d e s tru c t io n  -  
only to  be soundly d e fe a te d .s  Elsewhere the  gods do occas io n a l ly  show up to g e th e r  
to  watch a svayaipvara,:3 a b a t t l e , o r  some o th e r  n o tab le  m o rta l  event; bu t they  a re  
s c a rce ly  more than  s p e c ta to r s  who cheer and applaud.® Very occas iona l ly  a 
disembodied voice ( vaguvacagrarirloT), a c t in g  as  a d iv ine  m essenger, w i l l  speak from 
the  sk ie s  a s  a g u a ra n to r  or w i tn es s  of some e a r th ly  event. For in s tance ,  when King 
Dul)?anta r e p u d ia te s  in cou rt  Q akunta la 's  s to r y  th a t  she i s  h i s  wife and th a t  
Sarvadamana i s  h is  son and he ir ,  a d iv ine  voice confirms £ a k u n ta la 's  vers ion  and 
b ids th e  king accept h i s  family.® However, t h i s  unnamed d iv ine  voice may re p re s e n t  
the  w il l  of a g r e a t  God, fo r  e lsew here  t h i s  same disembodied voice warns Indra  and 
the  gods t h a t  they  cannot d e fe a t  Arjuna and Krsna-7'
More normally th e  h igher  gods ac t  s u b s ta n t i a l l y  as  in d iv id u a ls  in t h e i r  
r e l a t i o n s  with  men; and th e r e fo r e  they ac t  ou t of t h e i r  own in d iv id u a l  aims and 
d e s ire s .  This i s  only to  be expected  in such a d iv e r s e  and uncohesive pantheon. The 
consequences of th e s e  d iv ine  a c t io n s  both help  and h in d er  men, bu t a s  they  a re  in 
th e  n a tu re  of in d iv id u a l  r e l a t io n s ,  i t  i s  not po ss ib le  to  say th a t  th e s e  d ivine 
a c t io n s  r e p r e s e n t  some c o l le c t iv e  p r in c ip le  o f  amity, h a tre d  o r  in d if fe ren c e .  Indeed, 
we saw above th a t  th e  h ig h er  gods a re  made in the  image o f  men, and ju s t  as  the  
behaviour o f  men tow ards family and f r ie n d s  can be e r r a t i c  -  both c o n s id e ra te  and 
in c o n s id e ra te  -  so can be th e  behaviour o f  in d iv id u a l  gods tow ards men.
In the  course  of th e  Mahabharata th e re  seem few bounds on th e  n a tu re  o f  the
1) See below pp. 2) See Adiparvan, 217-19.
3) e.g. D raupadl's  svayarpvara, ib id .. 178.6-13, 179.17.
4) e.g. Arapyakaparvan, 195,14-17, and th e  r e f e re n c e s  fo r  p. 155, fo o tn o te  1,
5) Only in th e  c o n f l i c t  between Bhi?ma and Rama Jamadagnya do th e  gods in te rvene .
Udyogaparvan, 186.1-5.
6) See Adiparvan, 69.28-36. 7) Ibid.. 219.14-18.
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in te r a c t io n  between gods and men. As we have seen, the  goddess Gang a a c tu a l ly  
m arr ies  th e  m orta l  King £aiptanu and b e g e ts  Bhl?ma by t h i s  union. The Sun God 
m arr ies  h i s  p e e r l e s s  d au g h te r  T a p a ti  to  h i s  a rd en t  m orta l  devo tee  King Saipvarana.1 
M atali,  In d ra 's  d iv ine  c h a r io te e r ,  in search  of a spouse  fo r  h i s  nub ile  daughter, 
con tem pla tes  m orta ls ,  r e j e c t s  demons ( th e re  a re  l im its!) ,  and f in a l ly  s e t t l e s  fo r  a 
snake.s  The god Surya b e g e ts  on Kunti th e  mighty Kariia, while Dharma, Vayu, and 
Indra  beget Y udhi$ihira , Bhlmasena and Arjuna on Kunti, and th e  A lvins beget 
Sahadeva and Nakula on Madrl. The World Guardians seek Damayantl 's  hand a t  her 
svayamvara, but impressed by he r  devotion and love fo r  th e  m orta l  Nala, the  
c e l e s t i a l s  perm it t h e i r  union and bestow choice boons,3
Ind iv idua l  high gods help  m orta ls  out o f  va r io u s  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  those  
who s ing  t h e i r  p ra is e s .  Thus, a f t e r  being p ra ised , the  d iv ine  h e a le r s  the  Alvins 
rescue , he a l  and rew ard th e  g lu t to n o u s  s tu d e n t  Upamanyu a f t e r  he had f a l le n  down a 
well and become b l in d ,* S im ilar ly , upon being p ra ised , Indra  and Agni a id  ano the r  
s tu d e n t  Uttanka a f t e r  th e  e a r r in g s  he had a t t a in e d  as  a guru's g i f t  from th e  queen 
of King Pau§ya had been c a r r ie d  o f f  in to  the  kingdom of snakes by Tak?aka (the king 
of snakes).5 And i t  i s  Garucja (on beha lf  of Vi$ou) who comes to  the  a id  of ye t  
ano the r  s tu d e n t ,  Galava, who unwisely  p re s s e s  t h a t  most i l l - t e m p e re d  of r? is ,  
V i^vamitra, a s  to  what he wanted fo r  a guru's g i f t .  Angered, V i^vam itra  f in a l ly  
snaps th a t  he wanted brought 800 moon-white h o rse s  with a black ea r  each -  and to  
be quick about i t . 5 The Sun God a lso  he lps  Yudhi§tyiira ou t o f  h is  worry over how to  
feed the  hordes  of brahmins who had accompanied them in to  the  f o re s t .  A fte r  
Y udhi$ ih ira  had honoured th e  Sun God with f ie r c e  a u s t e r i t i e s  and p ra ise ,  Surya 
agreed  to  p rov ide  th e  n ecessa ry  food fo r  th e  next tw elve y e a rs .7 Again, i t  i s  the  
Sun God to  whom DraupadI appea ls  when h e r  v i r tu e  i s  th re a te n e d  by the  determ inedly
Ibid.. 160.1-20. 2) Udyogaparvan, 95-102,
3) Araoyakaparvan, 51-54. 4) Adiparvan, 3 ,32-78.
5) Ibid.. 3.101-176. 6) Udyogaparvan, 104-117.
7) se e  Araoyakaparvan, 2 .5-13, 3 .1-30, 4,1-3.
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amorous KIcaka, while th e  Paii^avas w ile  away the  t h i r t e e n t h  year  in d isg u ise  a t  th e  
cou rt  of King V ira ta ,  Surya consigned an in v is ib le  rak$asa  fo r  he r  p ro tec tion ;  and 
h is  s e rv ic e s  were w ell needed .1 Occasionally , too, an in d iv id u a l  god (or gods) a c ts  
as  an unimpeachable w itn es s  in e a r th ly  a f f a i r s .  For in s tance ,  when Nala ques tions  
Damayantl's p u r i ty ,  the  Gods o f  the  Wind, Sun and Moon a l l  speak fo r  her  when 
Damayantl c a l l s  upon them,*
The h ig h e r  gods a lso  make pe r io d ic  appearances in what i s  the  core  event of the  
Epic, the  g r e a t  b a t t l e ,  includ ing  i t s  lead -up  and a f te rm ath .  The degree  of t h e i r  
d i r e c t  involvement, though, i s  q u i te  l im ited , Once th e  p o r t io n s  or fragm ents  (aiig:a) 
of the  gods have become inca rna ted  on e a r th  in th e  form of th e  p r in c ip a l  
p a r t ic ip a n ts ,  the  h igher  gods, with th e  p o ss ib le  excep tion  o f  Indra, remain 
s u rp r i s in g ly  a lo o f  from th e  ac tion . They a lso  appear igno ran t  o f  the  course  of 
events , When a l l  th e  c e l e s t i a l s  come to  view the  g r e a t  s t r u g g le  between Arjuna and 
Karpa, h ea ted  d is p u te s  a ro se  as  to  who would be v ic to r io u s .3
A major c o n tr ib u t io n  of th e  h ig h er  gods is  to  make s u re  th e  Pandavas a re  
adequate ly  equipped fo r  th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e .  Thus i t  i s  the  God o f  F ire  who, d e s iro u s  
of feeding  on the  Khapdava f o re s t ,  commands Varupa to  hand over to  Arjuna the  
mighty bow Gapcjiva ( th a t  had been c re a te d  by Brahma h im se lf )4 , two q u iv ers  th a t  
would never be exhausted  of arrows, and a d iv ine  c h a r io t  which was in v inc ib le  to 
gods and demons a l ik e .B To Kp?pa, Agni gave a d iscu s  t h a t  would always r e t u r n  to  
h i s  hand in b a t t l e  and a g r e a t  club t h a t  roared  l ike  a thunderbolt.*5 With th ese  
mighty weapons, Arjuna and Kp?pa held  o f f  th e  gods and allowed Agni to  s a t e  h is  
enormous a p p e t i te .  But more 'im portantly , Arjuna's  weapons were to  be c r i t i c a l  in the  
coming b a t t l e .  And during  th e  Pandavas ' f o r e s t  ex ile ,  Y u d h is th ira  sends Arjuna on a 
m ission to  o b ta in  more d iv ine  weapons from th e  gods. A f te r  Arjuna perform s extreme 
m o r t i f ic a t io n s  and f ig h t s  a wondrous b a t t l e  with £ iva who was d isg u ise d  a s  a
1) V l r a t aPa rv an, 14.16-19, 15.1-9. 2) Araijyakaparvan, 75.7-15.
3) Karnaparvan, 63,30. 4) Adiparvan, 216.18
5) Ibid.. 216.1-10.. 6) Ibid.. 216.11-25..
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mountain hun ter ,  the  fou r  World Guardians appear to  him, Yama bestows on Arjuna h is  
s t a f f  o f  death , Varuna h i s  inescapab le  nooses, and Kubera a weapon th a t  induces 
s le e p  in enem ies .1 The fo u r th  World Guardian, Indra, ta k e s  h i s  'son ' Arjuna to  Heaven 
fo r  a so journ  o f  f iv e  y e a rs  where he tea c h e s  him a l l  th e  weapons of the  gods, as 
w ell  a s  having him ta u g h t  th e  a r t  of dancing.3
Indra  a ls o  in te rv e n e s  in o th e r  ways to  f u r th e r  th e  cause  of the  Panglavas. For 
in s tance ,  when Duryodhana and h i s  p a r ty  s e t  ou t to  mock th e  Pap<javas during  t h e i r  
f o r e s t  ex ile ,  Indra  sends th e  gandharvas , under t h e i r  king C itrasena , to  bind 
Duryodhana and h is  cohorts ,  and to  b r ing  them to  th e  realm of th e  gods. However, the  
ever com passionate Y udh i^ ih ira  in te rv e n e s  to  save h i s  e r s tw h i le  to rm en to r  from t h i s  
in d ig n i ty ,3 In d ra 's  most im portan t  in te rv e n t io n  on b eh a lf  o f  th e  Papcjavas, though, i s  
to  l im it  th e  power and might o f  Karria, th e  one w a r r io r  on the  Kaurava s id e  who 
f i l l e d  Y udh i^ th ira  w ith  anx ie ty  and l e f t  him s le e p le s s  a t  n igh t.  According to  the  
tex t ,  i t  i s  Maghavat (i.e. Indra) who c re a te d  <.sr?to> th e  awesome Ghatotkaca fo r  th e  
d e s t ru c t io n  o f  Kanqa whose va lou r  was unequalled. By p a te r n i ty  Ghatotkaca was the  
son o f  Bhlma and th e  rakgasa  woman Higiimba. Much more im portan t,  though, was 
Ind ra 's  abuse o f  K ar la 's  n o b i l i ty  to  rob him of  h i s  inborn e a r r in g s  and armour which 
made him in v u ln e rab le  to  gods, demons and men a like . Karna's e a r r in g s  had a r i s e n  
from the  e l i x i r  o f  im m orta li ty  i t s e l f .  Aware o f  Karna's custom ( gilaip) never to  
r e f u s e  any th ing  when begged by a brahmin, Indra came to  him in  t h i s  very d isg u ise  
to  beg h i s  e a r r in g s  and armour. Though, Karoa had been p re-w arned  by h is  f a th e r ,  
Surya, he s t i l l  f u l f i l l e d  h i s  vow on th e  grounds t h a t  i t  would be to  h i s  fame and 
In d ra 's  d isg race .  In r e t u r n  fo r  c u t t in g  from h is  body h i s  e a r r in g s  and armour and 
g iv ing  them besmeared w ith  blood to  Indra, Karqa asked only fo r  th e  boon of Ind ra 's  
' i n f a l l i b l e  sp e a r '  <amoghaip gaktlip), and accepted  th e  l im i ta t io n  th a t  i t  would s lay  
only one pow erful enemy befo re  r e tu rn in g  to  Indra, Karpa, o f  course, wished to  s lay




only one pow erfu l enemy in b a t t l e  -  Arjuna.1 In ano the r  myth, i t  i s  Indra  who 
provokes Rama Jamadagnya to  c u rse  Karna. To h is  c h a r io te e r  £alya, Karna r e l a t e s  how 
he form erly  l ived  with  Rama in th e  d isg u is e  o f  a brahmin in o rd e r  to  learn  from him 
c e l e s t i a l  weapons. Now Indra, fo r  th e  w e lfa re  <h ita r th in a )  o f  Arjuna, took on the  
form of  an ugly  worm <k i ia s y a  tanuip virupamiD and bored in to  h is  th igh  in the  
presence  o f  Rama. Now from fe a r  of Rama, h is  guru, Karna d id  no t move, But Rama 
observed th i s ,  and when ques tioned  Karna confessed  t h a t  he was a suta. Rama 
thereupon im precated a cu rse  t h a t  when Karna needed th e  d iv ine  weapon he had 
le a rn t ,  i t  would not come to  h i s  mind.^
In d ra 's  d e c e i t  o f  Karna i s  probably th e  most s ig n i f i c a n t  i n te r f e r e n c e  by a high 
god in  th e  c e n t r a l  s to r y  l in e  o f  th e  Mahabharata, Other in s ta n c e s  a re  spo rad ic  a t  
best.  On two occasions th e  god Dharma makes an appearance, d isg u ise d  f i r s t  a s  a 
yak^a,^ and then  a s  a dog4 to  t e s t  Y udh i? th ira 's  adherence to  th e  dharma, Surya, 
too, p u ts  in th e  occas iona l  f u r th e r  appearance. When Arjuna and Karna l in e  up fo r  
ind iv idua l  combat a t  Drona's pub lic  showing of h i s  s tu d e n t s '  s k i l l s ,  Indra  appeared 
in th e  form of thunder  c louds and covered h is  'son' in shade, while  Surya bathed  h is  
'son' Karna in b r ig h t  s u n lig h t .  But n e i th e r  god played any f u r t h e r  p a r t  in th e  
proceedings. When Kunti a t te m p ts  to  t a lk  Karna in to  f ig h t in g  on th e  s id e  of  the  
Pandavas ( fo r  he i s  th e  e ld e s t  of h e r  sons), Surya appeared b r ie f ly  to  endorse  her  
a rgum ents6 -  bu t w ithou t success . Surya a lso  mourns a t  h is  son 's  d ea th .6 F inally , 
the  gods a s  a group, v a r io u s ly  accompanied by yakpas  and gandharvas  e tc . ,  come
to  watch th e  more im portan t  p a r t s  o f  the  co n fl ic t ;  but i t  i s  n o tab le  th a t
1) See ib id .. 284.5-39; 285-86; 294.1-40.
2) See Kanpaparvan, 42. In a lo n g er  v a r ia n t  vers ion  of t h i s  myth, th e  d re a d fu l  worm 
i s  not Indra  but a rak?asa  c a l le d  Gptso who had been cu rsed  by Bhpgu (an 
an c e s to r  of  Rama) fo r  fo rc e fu l ly  ca rry ing  o f f  h is  beloved wife. In t h i s  myth 
Rama, weak from h is  f i e r c e  a u s t e r i t i e s ,  l i e s  down on Karna's lap, only to  awake 
when p o l lu te d  by Karna's b leed ing  th igh. W rathfu lly  he rounds on Karna t h a t  only 
a k $ a tr iy a  could endure  such extreme pain. Karna must exp la in  th a t ,  even worse, 
he i s  a lowly suta. Qantiparvan, 3.1-31.
3) Aranyakaparvan, 295-8. 4) M ahaprasthanikaparvan, 3.7-23.
5) Udyogaparvan, 144.2. 6) Karnaparvan, 68,37.
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they  approve th e  a c t s  of p a r t i c ip a n ts  on both s id e s .1
However, in o th e r  ways th e  doings of th e  h igher gods a re  no t a t  a l l  b e n e f ic ia l  
to  men. Many of  th e s e  a c t io n s  would seem to  be due to  th e  a l l  too  human weaknesses 
of some of  the  h ig h er  gods. One such sou rce  of d i f f i c u l ty  in r e l a t i o n s  was the  
p re d i le c t io n  of some gods fo r  m orta l  women. In one s to r y  i t  i s  r e l a t e d  how Agni was 
once caught a s  an a d u l t e r e r  (paradarlkap)  a f t e r  he had wandered th e  e a r th  a t  w il l  
in th e  g u ise  of a brahmin. Agni was b rought b e fo re  King Nila of Mahi?matl; bu t when 
the  dAarma-observing king b e ra te d  him fo r  h is  behaviour, th e  F ire  God blazed up in 
anger  (p ra ja jv a la  tatafr kopad>, S urprised , th e  king bowed h is  head down to  th e  god. 
Showing h i s  g race  <cakre prasadaip\  Agni p ro f fe re d  a boon, and th e  king chose th a t  
h is  t ro o p s  should  always be secure ,*  So caught d e c e i t f u l ly  ph i landering  w ith  m orta l  
women, the  god 's  r e a c t io n  was to  f i r s t  coerce the  king w ith  h is  d iv ine  anger, and 
then  to  buy him o f f  w ith  a boon. Indra, too, i s  a n o to r io u s  p h i la n d e re r  q u i te  
prepared  to  adopt any d e c e i t f u l  d isg u is e  in th e  p u r s u i t  o f  h i s  s p e c ia l  penchant fo r  
the  wives o f  a s c e t ic  brahmins,3 As well, being a god Ind ra  had l i t t l e  in c l in a t io n  to  
take  th e  karmic consequences of h i s  a c t io n s  l ik e  a m orta l  was supposed to. A f te r  h is  
t re a c h e ro u s  d e s t r u c t io n  of V rtra , Indra  was a f f l i c t e d  by th e  s in  of brahmin-murder. 
On the  advice of Vi?pu, he performed a H o rse -sa c rf ic e  to  e x p ia te  th e  s in  and rega in  
p u r ity .  Then Ind ra  d i s t r i b u t e d  th e  brahmin-murder over t r e e s ,  r iv e r s ,  mountains, 
e a r th  and women. In t h i s  in s tance ,  Indra  reg a in s  h is  d iv ine  p u r i ty ,  but a t  the  
expense of e a r th  and m orta ls .*
1) e.g. V ira^aparvan, 51.1-17, 54,6-7; Bhi§maparvan, 91,63, 98.17; Dropaparvan, 118.38- 
39, 131.135, 138.30-31, 145.12, 150,92, 167.5; Karpaparvan, 11.27-32, 12.14-16, 
40,114-5, 63.30-58, 64.1-2 , 64,18-19, 68.51; ^alyaparvan, 12.42, 54.9, 56.65, 57.58.
2) Sabhaparvan, 28.17-22.
3) For In d ra 's  rape  of Ahalya, th e  wife of the  r $ i  Gautama, see  £an tip a rv an , 258.44- 
47; and fo r  h i s  f a i l e d  seduc tion  o f  Ruci, the  w ife  of th e  Devaijarman, see 
Anu^asanaparvan, 41-42.
4) Udyogaparvan, 13.10-18; a lso  Qantiparvan, 273.10-63, In the  Q antiparvan version, 
Brahma d i s t r ib u t e d  In d ra 's  brahm inicide to  f i r e ,  t r e e s ,  he rb s  and g ra s s e s ,  the  
ap sa ra s ,  w aters ,  and in tu rn  they  were to  p ass  i t  on to  m orta ls  who did not 
s a c r i f ic e ,  to  m o rta ls  who cu t th e  t r e e s  and g r a s s e s  a t  th e  f u l l  moon, to  men who 
cohabited  w ith  t h e i r  wives du r ing  th e i r  courses, and to  th o se  who p o l lu ted  the  
w a te rs  w ith  bodily  w astes .
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A f u r th e r  com plica ting  f a c to r  in th e  r e l a t i o n s  o f  gods and men is  the  
ambivalent n a tu r e  of c e r t a in  gods. Of th e  h igher  gods, th e  most n o ta b le  example in 
the  Mahabharata i s  Skanda; though th e  problem i s  no t so much Skanda h im se lf  a s  th e  
company he keeps. As g e n e ra l  o f  the  god 's army and prominent d e s t ro y e r  of demons,1 
Skanda's svadbarma i s  u l t im a te ly  b e n e f ic ia l  to  men. But l ik e  th e  g r e a t  God $iva, 
Skanda i s  a t te n d ed  by va r io u s  groups of malformed and v in d ic t iv e  beings. In the  
Arapyakaparvant i t  i s  r e l a t e d  th a t  from the  impact of  In d ra 's  th underbo lt  on Skanda 
the  l e s s e r  Kumaras (kumarakab') were born. These sons and d a u g h te rs  of Skanda, who 
accompany him in  b a t t l e ,  'c ru e l ly  rob newborn bab ies  and th o se  s t i l l  in  th e  womb.'2 
Also a s so c ia te d  with Skanda i s  a band of demonic Mothers who, with  t h e i r  t e r r i b l e  
g ra sp e rs ,  feed  on fo e tu s e s ,  bab ies  and ch ildren. At th e  p a r t i c u l a r  r e q u e s t  o f  Skanda 
they  s p a re  only th o se  who g ive  them due honour.3
Occasionally, too, the  gods -  r ig h t ly  or wrongly -  a re  considered  to  in te rv en e
in human a f f a i r s  in a pu re ly  vengefu l  fashion. For in s tance ,  in th e  s to ry  o f  Nala
a f t e r  th e  caravan  o f  m erchants DamayantI had been t r a v e l l in g  with was d e v a s ta te d  by
a herd o f  t h i r s t y  e le p h a n ts  in th e  g r e a t  and dangerous f o re s t ,  she grieved:
What wrong have I  done t h a t  I found th i s  caravan in  the  d e s o la te  f o r e s t  (and 
now) i t  i s  d e s troyed  by a herd  o f  e le p h a n ts  -  (and) s u re ly  because of my i l l -  
fo rtune . Without doubt I am to  undergo s u f f e r in g  fo r  a very long time to  come 
-  as  th e  old p recep t  says, th e r e  i s  no dying fo r  one whose time has not yet 
come -  s in ce  I, in my s u f fe r in g ,  was not now crushed  by t h a t  herd of 
e lephan ts .  For, no th ing  happens to  men in  t h i s  world ( th a t  i s )  independent of 
fa te .  (But) no t even in my childhood have I done any th ing  In ju r io u s  in ac tion , 
thought or word, from which t h i s  s u f f e r in g  could come. I th ink  i t  i s  because  I
r e fu se d  th e  d iv ine  World Guardians, fo r  th e  sake o f  Nala, when they  came to
my Bridegroom Choice. A ssuredly  i t  i s  through t h e i r  powers th a t  I have become 
s e p a ra te d .4
1) ^alyaparvan, 45.48-82.
2) Ye h a ra n t i  < ji$un ja tangarbhasthahqcaiva  d a ru p a h / /  Arapyakaparvan, 217.1.
3) Arapyakaparvan, 219.14-44. For a l i s t  and b r i e f  d e s c r ip t io n  of th ese  choice 
h o rro rs ,  se e  £alyaparvan, 45.1-37.
4) A ^ o c a t ta tra  va id h a rb h i  kiip nu me du$kptaip kptam/
Yo ap i me n i r j a n e  arapye  saipprapto  ayaip jana rpavah /
Hato ayaqi h a s t iy u th e n a  mandabhagyanmamaiva t u / /
P rap tavyap  suciraip duljkhaiTi may a nunamasaijnjayam/
N aprap taka lo  m riya te  grutaip vpddhanuqasanam//
Yannahamadya m pdita  h a s t iy u th e n a  d u h k h i ta /
Na hyadaivakptaip kiipcinnarapamiha v id y a te / /
Na ca me ba labhave  ap i kiipcidvyapakptaiji kptam/
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In t h i s  in s tance ,  Damayanti con tem pla tes  karma as  th e  cause  of h e r  m isfortune; but 
quickly a f f i x e s  blame on the  World Guardians, and l e s s  d i r e c t l y  on f a t e  (tfaiva), 
a lthough  daiva might be b e t t e r  rendered  by i t s  e tym ologica l se n se  o f  'd iv ine  will*.
The gods, then, a re  involved in human a f f a i r s  in a wide range of ways. In Epic 
mythology th e r e  i s  c e r t a in ly  no yawning g u l f  between the  gods in Heaven and men on 
ea rth .  However, in a l l  t h i s  coming and going th e re  i s  only the  very occasional 
su g g e s t io n  t h a t  th e  i n te r f e r e n c e  o f  the  h igher  gods i s  so p e rv a s iv e  and c o n s is te n t  
th a t  a t  l e a s t  th e  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  i f  not a l l ,  even ts  in m orta l  a f f a i r s  a re  c o n tro l led  by 
them. In Vedic tim es, the  h igher  gods may have been considered  capable  of 
c o n tro l l in g  the  l iv e s  o f  men, but in the  Epic th e re  a re  only f o s s i l i s e d  rem nants of 
t h e i r  former g re a tn e s s .  Thus, a f t e r  the  new god Skanda had d e fe a te d  Indra  and
burned th e  army of th e  gods, th e  g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  brahmins paid  him honour and
in v i te d  him to  become th e  new Indra  o f  the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Then Skanda innocen tly  
asked what e x a c t ly  the  Indra  of a l l  th e  worlds did (kimindraf) sarvalokanaiji karotD, 
The p $ is  explain:
Indra  a s s ig n s  to  c r e a tu r e s  t h e i r  s t r e n g th ,  v i t a l i t y ,  o f f s p r in g  and happiness. 
So a lso , (when) s a t i s f i e d ,  the  Lord of Gods bestow s a l l  th e  sha re s .  From the  
wicked he takes , to  th e  v i r tu o u s  he g ives. The s la y e r  of Bala d i r e c t s  
c r e a tu r e s  in t h e i r  d u t ie s ,  He would become th e  sun where th e r e  was no sun, 
and l ikew ise  th e  moon where th e r e  was no moon. He becomes f i r e ,  wind, e a r th
and w ater  with t h e i r  causes. This i s  what Ind ra  does, fo r  v a s t  s t r e n g th  i s  in
In d ra .1
Karmapa manasa v a c a  yadidaip duljkhamagatam//
Manye svayaipvarakpte lokapalali  sa m a g a ta h /
P ra ty a k h y a ta  may a t a t r a  n a la s y a r th a y a  devataft/
Nunaip te^aiji p rabhavena viyogain p rS p tava tyaham //  Arapyakaparvan, 62.12-16. 
1) Indro d ig a t i  bhutanaip balaiji te ja lj  p ra ja h  sukham/
Tu?tah p ray a c c h a t i  t a t h a  sa rv a n d a y a n su re g v a ra h / /
Durvpttanaip sa ipha ra t i  v p t ta s th an a ip  p ra y a c c h a t i /
A nugasti  ca b h u ta n i  ka rye?u  ba lasudanalj / /
Asurye ca b h a v e ts u ry a s ta th a c a n d re  ca candramalj/
Bhavatyagnigca vayugca p r th ivyapagca  k a ra p a i l j / /
E tad indrepa  kartavyaraindre h i  vipulaqi balam/ Arapyakaparvan, 218.9-12.
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Perhaps w isely, Skanda did no t wish to  be th e  Indra  o f  th e  gods, even though Indra  
h im se lf  p re sse d  t h a t  he accept. In stead , a t  Ind ra 's  behest, he became the  commander 
of  the  god 's  army.1 In t h i s  myth, Indra  does seem to  be la rg e ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  
a l l o t t i n g  th e  f a t e  o f  c re a tu re s ,  though with some cognisance o f  t h e i r  deeds.
However, in th e  g re a t  bulk of th e  Mahabharata t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e ly  what Indra  and th e  
h igher  gods do not seem to  do, This  may w ell have been the  t a s k  o f  the  h igher  gods 
-  e s p e c ia l ly  Varupa -  in  th e  Vedic period, but by Epic t im es  th e  p o s i t io n  and 
s tand ing  o f  th e  h igher  gods i s  much reduced. U ltim ate ly  the  h igher  gods meddle in 
human a f f a i r s ;  they  do no t in  any way play th e  ro le  o f  a g e n ts  of f a te ,  d ispensing  to  
man h is  des tiny . Indeed, th e  h igher  gods, in the  Mahabharata, have become so 
involved in th e  a f f a i r s  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  as i n te g r a l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t h a t  they can 
sca rce ly  any longer s tan d  a s ide  and play  the  ro le  of o v e rse e r  o r  su p e rv iso r ,  which 
would be th e  minimum requirem ent i f  they  were to  ac t  a s  a g e n ts  of f a te .  According 
to  th e  cosmogonic myths i t  i s  the  g r e a t  Gods who f u l f i l l  t h i s  function , fo r  they  
c re a te ,  p re se rv e  and d e s tro y  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .
The Mahabharata a s  a whole i s  heavy with the  fe e l in g  t h a t  man's lo t  i s  
con tro l led .  I t  i s  p redeterm ined  o r  f a t e d  by fo rc e s  th a t  a re  e x te rn a l  to  him. Quite 
o f te n  th e  n a tu re  and so u rce  o f  th e s e  fo rc e s  i s  given sc an t  cons ide ra t ion ;  i t  i s  the  
e f f e c t  a lone th a t  i s  o f  concern. In many con tex ts ,  though, th e  c o n tro l l in g  fo rce  i s  
conceived in  p e rso n a l  terms, being t r a c e d  to  one or  o th e r  of th e  g re a t  Gods, Vi$qu, 
Brahma and Qiva, or to  a p e rso n a l is e d  a b s tra c t io n ,  th e  Dhatr, 'P lacer ',  Vidhatpi 
'Ordainer ', and occas io n a l ly  Q a s t r t 'Ruler'.
From even a b r i e f  read ing  of th e  Epic, i t  i s  re a d i ly  apparen t how c o n s ta n t ly  the  
g r e a t  Gods i n t e r f e r e  in  th e  a f f a i r s  of the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  The e f f e c t  of t h e i r  
involvement i s  so p e r s i s t e n t  and pe rvas ive  th a t  from th e  po in t  of view of  m orta ls  
they  become t r u e  a g e n ts  of p re d e s t in a t io n .  The n a tu re  o f  t h i s  in te r fe re n c e ,  though,
1) Ibid.. 218.13-22.
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tak e s  d i f f e r in g  forms depending on th e  conception o f  th e  g r e a t  God.
In the  more th e o lo g ic a l  p a r t s ,  where c lo s e r  c o n s id e ra t io n  i s  given to  th e  n a tu re  
and purpose of  God, th e  Supreme Being i s  looked upon not Ju s t  a s  an e n t i ty  th a t  
s ta n d s  a p a r t  and beyond the  c re a te d  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  but a lso  as a s o r t  of a l l -  
pervading d iv ine  potence  which perm eates  n a tu re  and th e  human world and c o n s t i tu te s  
the  very b a s is  of t h e i r  e x is te n c e  and fu n c t io n in g .1 This d iv ine  potence permeated 
a l ik e  gods, humans, animals, t r e e s  and so on.2 I t  i s  in th e  v a r io u s  p ra i s e s  and 
s t o t r a s  to  Vi$pu, Brahma and $iva t h a t  t h i s  view may e s p e c ia l ly  be found.
However, th e  i d e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  God with the  fu n c t ion ing  and being of  the  t r i p l e ­
world has s e r io u s  consequences fo r  th e  idea  of f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l . '9 In some co n tex ts  
the  e f f e c t  o f  God's indw elling  o f  c re a t io n  i s  to  reduce  man to  the  p o s i t io n  o f  a 
pow erless  cypher c o n tro l le d  by th e  d iv ine  power. Thus th e  g r e a t  God Narayapa (i.e. 
Vi?pu), a f t e r  f r e e ly  id e n t i fy in g  h im se lf  w ith  th e  phys ica l  and m ental forms of the  
un iverse , ex p la in s  to  th e  sage  Markandeya th a t :  'I  d i r e c t  w ith  my ordinance th o se  
dependent on bodies. They ac t  no t from t h e i r  own w il l  (bu t)  with  t h e i r  minds 
co n tro l led  by me.14 And in one o f  h i s  p r a i s e s  of (Jiva, Kp?pa t e l l s  Y udhis th ira :  'This 
e n t i r e  u n iv e rse  a c t s  th rough h i s  a c t i v i t y  a lo n e . '5 When Narayapa p r o p i t i a t e s  $iva in 
th e  Dronaparvan, he e x to l ls :  'The p as t ,  p resen t ,  and fu tu re ,  which a re  unapproachable, 
come from you.'* In th e  Qantiparvan, Narayapa and Nara p r a i s e  them selves  in the  
following terms: 'For we two know every th ing  in the  t r i p le - w o r ld  with ( i t s  
c r e a tu re s )  moving and s t i l l :  good and e v i l  th a t  w i l l  occur, has  occurred,
1) God's immanence and transcendence  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  w ell  exp ressed  by 
Bhl?ma in a p r a i s e  o f  Kp$pa: 'Obeissance to  you (who e x i s t s )  in th e  th r e e  worlds*, 
obe issance  to  you (who e x i s t s )  above the  th re e  (worlds). ' Namaste t r i $ u  loke?u 
namaste p a r a t a s t r i ? u /  £an tipa rvan , 51,4,
2) c.f. R.N, Dandekar, 'Hinduism' in C. Jonco Bleeker and G. Widengren, H is to r ia  
Religionum. v o l . i i ,  p.287.
3) These a re  e s p e c ia l ly  a c u te  in th e  Bhagavadgita  and w i l l  be considered  more fu lly  
there .
4) Madvidhanena v i h i t a  mama dehav iharipa lj /
M ayabhibhutavijnana v ic e ? ta n te  na kam atah //  Arapyakaparvan, 187.22.
5) V ice?^ate  jagaccedaip sarvam asyaiva  karm ana//  Sauptikaparvan, 17.9.
6) Bhutaip bhavyaip b h a v ita  capyadhp?yaiii
tva tsa ipbhu ta  ... /  Dropaparvan, 172.70.
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or i s  o c c u rr in g .11 In recoun ting  Kp$pa's g re a tn e s s ,  DraupadI seems to  assume a high 
degree  o f  c o n tro l  by th e  g re a t  God in th e  a f f a i r s  of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld :  '0 s t ro n g -  
armed one, a l l  worldly a f f a i r s  a re  dependent upon you.'* Sahadeva, too, t e l l s  the  
g r ie v in g  Y udhi$thira : '0 king, dw elling unseen in every  soul, bo th  Brahma and Death 
a s su re d ly  cause  c r e a tu r e s  to  f i g h t . '3
Another method by which th e  immanent God c o n tro ls  th e  cou rse  o f  even ts  in the  
t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  th a t  o f  Time. Though Time in i t s  embodied form does appear a s  an 
independent de ity ,*  n e v e r th e le s s  in th e  v a r io u s  p r a i s e s  and s to t r a s ,  Qiva, Vi$pu and 
Kp$pas a re  a l l  I d e n t i f i e d  with Kala, which th u s  becomes ano the r  means by which God 
becomes immanent in the  c re a t io n .  And, as  we s h a l l  see  in c h a p te r  th ree ,  Time in the  
Mahabharata i s  very  o f te n  perce ived  in a q u i te  f a t a l i s t i c  sense . In o th e r  words,
Time does no t j u s t  measure, but p rede te rm ines  the  e v e n ts  which i t  b r in g s  to  pass. 
Given th e  r a t h e r  ambivalent fash ion  in which div ine power was contem plated  in th e  
Hindu t r a d i t i o n ,  i t  i s  perhaps q u i te  unders tandab le  th a t  Time, with i t s  im press ive  
p o t e n t i a l  fo r  b r ing ing  decay and d e s t ru c t io n ,  should be rega rded  as a form of the  
d iv ine energy.
In o th e r  con tex ts ,  where God's immanence in c re a t io n  f e a tu re s ,  th e  emphasis i s  
not so much on God's c o n tro l  o f  human a c t iv i ty ,  as  on God a c tu a l ly  being th a t  
a c t i v i t y  in i t s  e n t i r e ty .  The consequence i s  not j u s t  to  compromise th e  idea  of the  
m eaningfu lness  o f  human a c t iv i ty ,  but a lso  to  compromise th e  idea  o f  the  in d iv id u a l  
as  a s e p a r a te  and r e a l  e n t i ty .  Thus not in f re q u e n t ly  God i s  id e n t i f i e d  as  th e  ac to r ,
1) Sarvaip h i  nau saipviditani t r a i lo k y e  s a c a r a c a r e /
Yadbhavl?yati  vpttaip va v a r t a t e  va ^ubha^ubham// <Jantiparvan, 332.23.
2) Tvayi sarvaiji mahabaho lokakaryaip p ra t i$ ^ h i ta m / /  Arapyakaparvan, 13.51.
3) Brahmamptyu ca ta u  ra jannatm anyeva  sa m a g r i ta u /
Adpgyamanau b h u ta n i  yodhayetamasam$ayam// Qantiparvan, 13,5.
4) e.g. Adiparvan, 59.33-34, 60.20, Sabhaparvan, 7.12, 8,26, Anu^asanaparvan, 1,
5) For Qiva, s e e  Dropaparvan, 173.67, Anugasanaparvan, 16,17 & 51. For Vi$nu and 
Kp?pa, Arapyakaparvan, 13.20, Udyogaparvan, 66,13, £a n tlp a rv a n ,  47.42. The 
id e n t i f i c a t io n  of Time with  one or o th e r  concepts  o f  d e i ty  has  deep r o o ts  in the  
Aryan t r a d i t i o n ,  and i s  very  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  In d o -I ra n ia n  thought. See S.G.F. 
Brandon, H is tory . Time and Deity: A H is to r ic a l  and Comparative Study of the  
Conception o f  Time in R elig ious  Thought and P rac t ice ,  pp.31-34, 39-43, 63.
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the  a c tion  and th e  cause. In th e  very opening chap te r  o f  the  Mahabharata, th e  bard 
Ugra^ravas, in a p ra i s e  to  £ iva as  th e  Supreme Being, says: 'He i s  the  causa l  
connexion and th e  a c t iv i ty ;  and b i r th ,  death  and r e b i r t h . 11 Saipjaya, King 
D h p ta ra ^ t ra 's  c h a r io te e r ,  p r a i s e s  Harl as  ' th e  doer, and he who causes  (ac tion) to  be 
done' (karta k a r a y i ta  ca salj).::- Bhi$ma, too, e u lo g ise s  Kp$na in th e  same way: 'He i s  
the  doer and what i s  to  be done' (epa kart  a ca karyaip).3 And the  god Narayana 
d e sc r ib es  £iva as  ' t h a t  essence  o f  causes ' (karapatmanam')'1 in a p r o p i t i a t io n  of the  
g re a t  God th a t  f r e e ly  i d e n t i f i e s  him with the  un iverse . E lsewhere i t  i s  Narayana who 
i s  p ra ise d  as  th e  Supreme God. The sage  Vyasa says: 'He i s  th e  c r e a to r  and what i s  
c rea ted ;  he i s  the  doer and what i s  done' (sa dhata  sa dheyah sa kart a sa karyamXs 
And Vai^aippayana p r a i s e s  Narayapa in s im ila r  fash ion  a s  th e  doer, the  cause, and 
what is  to  be done (sa kar ta  karaparp caiva karyaiji),& Narayana h im se lf  says  to  the  
sage  Narada: '0 Narada, I am the  doer, what i s  to  be done, and a ls o  the  cau se , '7 
In yet o th e r  con tex ts ,  th e  d iv ine  potence th a t  indw ells  th e  world i s  so 
id e n t i f i e d  with th e  mental and em otional p ro ce sse s  of th e  ind iv idua l  or with the  
ind iv idua l  a s  a whole t h a t  th e  very idea  o f  m orta l  man as  a s e p a r a te  and r e a l  
e n t i ty  i s  again  th re a te n e d .  Thus Narayana t e l l s  the  sage  Markaptjeya: 'Desire, anger, 
joy, f e a r  and delusion: know, 0 b e s t  (of brahmins) ( th a t )  th e s e  a re  a l l  forms of 
mine."3 As well, during  Kp^pa's m ission to  the  Kaurava cou rt  to  a t tem p t to  m ediate 
peace, he rev e a le d  h i s  r e a l  d iv ine  and wondrous form to  awe a l l  those  p re se n t .  There






7) Ahaip k a r t a  ca karyain ca karanaip ca p i  n a ra d a /  ibid.. 326.45.
8) Kamani krodham ca har?arp ca bhayaip moharp t a th a iv a  ca /
Mamaiva viddhi ru p ap i  s a rv a p y e ta n i  s a t t a m a / /  Arapyakaparvan, 187.20.
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then appeared thum b-sized  (angu^t-hamatras) from h is  body th e  t h i r t y  gods, yak$as, 
gandharvast and rakpasas,  as w ell  a s  the  Andhakas and Vp§ijis, and s ig n i f ic a n t ly  a l l  
f iv e  Papqteva b ro th e r s .  In t h i s  in s tance ,  th e  Pancjavas, Vp?his and Andhakas a re  so 
completely swallowed up in th e  Supreme Being th a t  s c a rc e ly  any in d iv id u a l  id en t i ty ,  
l e t  alone freedom, rem ains to  them .1
However, th e  g r e a t  bulk of th e  Epic i s  preoccupied not a t  a l l  w ith  th eo lo g ic a l  
concerns but with mythology, d id a c t ic  teach ings ,  f ab le s  and pa rab les ,  and with 
i n s t r u c t io n  on dharma. And in t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  th e  g r e a t  Gods a re  p o r tray ed  not as  
in d e te rm in a te  p o ten c ie s  pervading  c rea tion , bu t as  tho roughly  anthropomorphic 
in d iv id u a ls  t h a t  a re  fo r  ever  p e rso n a l ly  in te rv en in g  to  a rrange , d i r e c t  and 
manoeuvre th e  broad course  of e v e n ts  in the  t r ip le - w o r ld  tow ards a d es ired  end, 
normally th e  p re s e rv a t io n  of o rd e r  and dharma, However, i t  i s  im portan t  to  note, as 
they  only p rede te rm ine  the  broad sweep of events ,  t h e i r  e f f e c t  i s  merely to  r e s t r i c t  
man's f r e e -w i l l ,  no t to  deny i t .  I t  i s  only ex cep tio n a l ly  t h a t  th e  g re a t  Gods a re  
p o r trayed  a s  d i r e c t ly  determ ining  th e  f in e r  d e t a i l s  of a f f a i r s  in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ;  
and where t h i s  a r i s e s ,  more normally i t  i s  a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  P lacer  or the  Ordainer.
Of the  th r e e  g r e a t  Gods, i t  i s  a l l  too easy to  d ism iss  Brahma l ig h t ly ,  fo r  he 
comes to  be so heav ily  overshadowed in importance by Qiva and Vi?nu. In the  
Mahabharata, though, Brahma is  s t i l l  in t im a te ly  involved in th e  a f f a i r s  of the  
t r ip le -w o r ld ;  and in t h i s  reg a rd  has  a s  good a claim to  importance as  Vi?pu o r  §iva.
While Brahma's p e rs o n a l i ty  i s  not so w ell-developed  as  th o se  of h is  l a t e r  
d isp la c e rs ,  in th e  Epic he i s  no a loof , a u s te re ,  and rem ote c r e a to r  god. Mostly he i s  
to  be found in h is  Heaven of brahmaloka, or in h is  Hall of Incomparable m ajesty  and 
beauty  where he o f te n  s i t s  a t te n d ed  upon by th e  gods, a s  c o u r t i e r s  would a t te n d  
upon a king;12 and where p roceed ings  a re  enlivened by th e  p resence  of r? is ,  heroes, 
apsaras  ( s ingers) ,  gandharvas  (dancers)  and so on.3 And ju s t  as  kings proceed on
1) Udyogaparvan, 129.1-10,
2) e.g. Adiparvan, 91.4, 203.3, Sabhaparvan, 4.34.
3) Sabhaparvan, 11.1-42.
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tour, so does Brahma p e r io d ic a l ly  t r a v e l  in  the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Thus he v i s i t s  and 
r e s id e s  a t  t l r t h a s and e r e c t s  a s a c r i f i c i a l  pole  a t  y e t  ano the r  t ir th ar-  and 
perform s grand s a c r i f i c e s  a t  ye t  o th e r  holy p laces .3 And dur ing  th e  fo u r th  month of 
the  Paptfavas* s ta y  in the  kingdom of King V ira ta ,  th e re  took p lace  a grand f e s t i v a l  
in honour o f  Brahma.A All in a l l ,  fo r  a god who t h e o r e t i c a l l y  has  noth ing  to  do 
a f t e r  c re a t io n ,  Brahma's r e l a t io n s h ip  with th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  remarkably close; and 
more im portan t ly  h i s  range of a c t i v i t i e s  on beha lf  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  extremely 
varied . However, most o f  Brahma's a c t i v i t i e s  on beha lf  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  do have 
one ov e rr id in g  concern: p re se rv in g  th e  ascendancy of o rder  and dharma in the  t r i p l e ­
world.
Now, by o r ig in  Brahma i s  the  f a th e r  or g ra n d fa th e r  of a l l  be ings  in the  t r i p l e ­
world, inc luding  gods, demons and men. They a re  equa lly  h i s  ch ild ren , and i t  i s  
expected th a t  he should  be im p a r t ia l  tow ards them. King P a r ik p i t ,  fo r  in s tance ,  is  
p ra ise d  fo r  being ' l ik e  P r a ja p a t i  (=Brahma>, im p a r t ia l  to  a l l  c rea tu res . '®  In 
s im i la r  fash ion , Arjuna p ra i s e s  Kp$pa fo r  h i s  im p a r t i a l i ty  in the  n e g o t ia t io n s  
preceding  open co n fl ic t :  'You a re  th e  supreme f r ien d  o f  th e  Pandavas and Kauravas, 0 
hero, a s  P r a ja p a t i  i s  o f  gods and asuras,m Brahma h im se lf  rec o g n ise s  t h i s  
o b l iga tion , but he a lso  rec o g n ise s  th a t  h is  im p a r t i a l i ty  must be l im ited  by the  need 
to  m ain ta in  th e  o v e ra l l  ascendancy of dharma, Thus when th e  gods appeal to  Brahma 
fo r  the  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  the  demon Taraka, he agrees:  'I  t r e a t  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  equally , 
(but) I cannot approve adharma h e re  (in the  t r ip le - w o r ld . ) '7,
Brahma's normal method of  procedure  fo r  r e so lv in g  a th re a te n in g  s i t u a t i o n  i s  to
1) Arapyakaparvan, 81.1-5 . 2) Ibid., 82,74-75.
3) Ibid.. 85.16-17, Qalyaparvan, 37.5-10.
4) V ira taparvan , 12.12.
5) samah sa rvepu  bhu te?u  p r a j a p a t i r i v a ,  Adiparvan, 45.8
6) Papdavanaip kurupaip ca bhavanparamakah s u h r t /
Surapam asurapaip ca y a th a  v l r a  p r a j a p a t i l i / /  Udyogaparvan, 76.7.
7) Samo ahaip sarvabhutanamadharmaip neha rocaye /  Anu9 asanaparvan, 84.3. Compare, 
too, the  £ a iv i t e  myth o f  th e  t r i p l e - c i t i e s  where Brahma t e l l s  the  d e fe a te d  gods: 
'Without a doubt (I t r e a t )  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  equally . But I d e c la re  to  you th a t  I w i l l  
d e s tro y  th e  u n r ig h te o u s . '
Ahaip h i  tulyat) sa rv e  §ani bhutanaip n a t r a  saipqayah/
AdhSrmikastu hantavyS ityahaip p rabrav lm i v a h //  Karpaparvan,_ 24.34.
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'o rdain ' or 'enjoin* t h a t  c e r t a in  even ts  should occur; or th a t  th e  passage  of Time 
<A"aia) should b r ing  c e r t a in  e v e n ts  to  pass. To exp ress  Brahma's ord inances or 
in junc tions ,  u su a l ly  a d e r iv a t iv e  i s  used of the  r o o ts  dha ' t o  put, place, s e t ,  to 
appoint, e s ta b l i s h ,  c o n s t i tu te ,  to  make produce, gen e ra te ,  c re a te ' ;  vi+dha ' to  
d i s t r ib u t e ,  apportion , g ran t ,  bestow, to  put in order, a rrange , d ispose, p repare , make 
ready, to  ordain, d i re c t ,  enjoin, fix, s e t t l e ,  appoin t ';  o r  dig, ' t o  po in t  out, show, to  
promote, e f f e c t ,  accomplish, to  d i re c t ,  command'.1 Through h i s  commands, Brahma 
d i r e c t s  th e  cou rse  of  ev e n ts  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  by p rede term in ing  the  p r in c ip a l  or 
d ec is iv e  a c t io n s  where necessa ry ;  and to  t h i s  e x ten t  Brahma becomes an agent of 
f a t e  fo r  be ings in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  This, though, does not reduce  the  beings of the  
t r ip le -w o r ld ,  inc lud ing  men, to  m ar io n e t te s ,  devoid of a l l  freedom of ac tion  for 
Brahma only p rede te rm ines  th e  p r in c ip a l  even ts ,  not a l l  even ts .
So, whenever th e r e  i s  a c r i s i s  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  -  and they a re  very f requen t 
-  Brahma is  normally th e r e  to  s o r t  i t  out. And most o f  the  c r i s e s  t h a t  occur in  the  
t r ip le - w o r ld  seem to  occur w ith in  th e  framework o f  th e  e t e r n a l  c o n f l ic t  of gods and 
men v e rsu s  demons, dharma v e rsu s  adharma. We have a lready  seen  th a t  w ith in  t h i s  
t o t a l  dharmic framework, a l l  p a r t i c ip a n t s  have t h e i r  l e g i t im a te  place, and th i s  
includes  even th e  demons though t h e i r  svadharma has adharma as i t s  end. However, a 
c r i s i s  can be brought about i f  any o f  the  p a r t i c ip a n ts  r i s e  above the  p lace a l l o t t e d  
to them by Brahma.
Very occas iona l ly ,  as  we have seen, man i s  th e  c u lp r i t ,  th rough  h is  not 
u n n a tu ra l  d e s i r e  to  jo in  th e  ranks of th e  gods by becoming immortal. But i f  o v e ra l l  
o rder  i s  to  be p rese rv ed  i t  i s  n ecessa ry  fo r  men to  remain men, so th a t  th e  
su s ten an ce  o f  the  gods i s  g u a ran teed  in t h e i r  c o n f l ic t  w ith demons and adharma, 
Brahma's concern i s  th e  func t ion ing  o f  th e  whole system, not th e  w e lfa re  o f  one 
element to  th e  exc lu s ion  of th e  o thers .
1) M. Monier-Williams, A S a n sk r i t -E n g l lsh  Dictionary, pp.479, 513, 967.
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More f re q u e n t ly  i t  i s  th e  demons who r i s e  above t h e i r  a l l o t t e d  po s i t io n  and 
bring  c r i s i s  to  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  This may happen i f  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  f ie r c e  group of 
demons such as  th e  Kaleyas -  a r i s e ,  th u s  r e q u i r in g  th e  in te rv e n t io n  of  a g re a t  God 
to  put them back in  t h e i r  p os it ion .  A c r i s i s  may a lso  be b rought about by Epic 
demons r e s o r t i n g  to  the  performance of  a u s t e r i t i e s  and th e  accum ulation of tapas.
The s ta n d a rd  p a t t e r n  then  seems to  be th a t  Brahma must buy th e  demons o f f  with a 
boon. The boon the  demons in v a r iab ly  seek i s  im m ortality , a l though  Brahma always 
s to p s  j u s t  s h o r t  o f  t h i s  by c o n fe r r in g  v i r tu a l ,  but not complete, in v u ln e ra b i l i ty .  
Though Brahma's a c t io n s  may a t  t im es  seem like  'c r im ina l  f o l l y ' , 1 he a c tu a l ly  has  no 
choice, fo r  i f  th e  demons were allowed to  go on accum ulating th e  power of tapas , 
t h i s  too would upse t  th e  o rder  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Brahma's boons, ra sh  as  they  may 
seem, a re  a hold ing  o p e ra t io n  t h a t  prov ide  time to  f ind  a way out o f  the  mess. His 
r e f u s a l  to  g ra n t  o u t r ig h t  im m orta li ty  would alone in d ic a te  t h i s . 3 However, i t  must 
be sa id  th a t  Brahma can o f te n  be q u i te  ca sua l  about f in d in g  a so lu t io n .  All t h i s  can 
be seen in v a r io u s  myths.
During t h e i r  e x i le  in  th e  f o re s t ,  th e  Narada rec o u n ts  to  the  Pandavas the  
s to ry  of  Unda and Upasunda, both grandsons o f  th e  g r e a t  asura  Hiranyakagipu. Of 
g re a t  va lour and t e r r i b l e  s t r e n g th ,  th e se  two did e v e ry th in g  to g e th e r ,  and were as 
one made in to  two (dvidhaivakaip ya th a  kptau). Now, a s  they  grew o lder  they  adopted 
the  id e n t ic a l  dec is ion  to  conquer th e  un iverse ,  They th e r e f o r e  proceeded to  th e  
Vlndhya mountains and th e r e  they p ra c t i s e d  d re a d fu l  a u s t e r i t i e s  <tatrograiji 
tepatustapafr)'.
Exhausting  them selves  w ith  hunger and t h i r s t ,  wearing h a i r  b ra id s  and 
garm ents of  bark, t h e i r  bodies  completely covered w ith  f i l t h ,  (and) s u b s is t in g  
on th e  wind, they e x is te d  ( there) .  They o f fe re d  t h e i r  own f le s h  in to  th e  f ire ,  
s tood  on th e  t i p s  o f  t h e i r  to es ,  kept t h e i r  arms ra ise d ,  never  blinked th e i r  
eyes (and) kept t h e i r  vows fo r  a long time. Heated up fo r  a long tim e by the
1) Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 193.
2) Under th e  r ig h t  or a p p ro p r ia te  c ircum stances  Brahma i s  p repared  to  g ran t  
im m orta lity , a s  he does to  th e  noble and v i r tu o u s  mother o f  a l l  cows, Surabhl.
Anugasanaparvan, 82.34.
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power o f  t h e i r  a u s t e r i t i e s ,  the  Vindhya mountains d ischarged  smoke -  i t  was 
indeed wondrous,1
W itnessing the  marvel, th e  gods became a f r a id  and s e t  ou t to  o b s t ru c t  th e i r  
a u s t e r i t i e s .  Again and again  th e  gods t r i e d  to  e x c i te  t h e i r  d e s i r e  with jew els  and 
women, but w ithou t success . Then the  gods conjured up i l l u s io n s  in which the  family 
and kin of th e  two asuras  c a lled  fo r  help  as  they  were a t ta c k e d  by a v ic ious  
rak$asa, But unpertu rbed , th e  two a s u ra s  did not break t h e i r  vow.-2
Thereupon Brahma h im se lf  went to  th e  two a s u ra s  and o f fe re d  a boon (varepa  
chandayamasa>. They chose ty p ic a l  asura  d e s ire s :  ' I f  th e  Lord has g race  fo r  us, may 
we both become wise in magic, wise with weapons, s trong , ab le  to  assume any shape 
a t  w i l l  (and) a lso  im m ortal. '3 Brahma agreed  to  a l l  t h i s  save  fo r  im m ortality : 'You 
two have undertaken  ( th ese )  a u s t e r i t i e s  fo r  the  purpose o f  conquering th e  t r i p l e -  
world; fo r  t h i s  reason, 0 Lords of th e  Daityas, I cannot g ran t  your d e s ire , '*  Brahma 
bade them choose some o th e r  means o f  dea th  s im i la r  to  t h a t  of th e  Immortals 
(.amaraift samani). Unda and Upasunda th e r e fo r e  chose t h a t  they  should  be in  no danger 
from any c r e a tu r e  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  -  save  them selves. To t h i s  Brahma agreed.
The immediate purpose was se rved  fo r  the  two asuras  abandoned t h e i r  d rea d fu l  
tapas  and r e tu rn e d  to  t h e i r  fe l low  demons. Donning expensive adornments and f in e r ie s  
in p lace  of t h e i r  a s c e t ic  garb, they  quickly gave them selves  up to  r e v e l ry  and drink. 
In house a f t e r  house in th e  da itya  c ity ,  c r i e s  were heard: 'Eat, enjoy always, make 
love, c e le b ra te ,  d r ink  and g iv e . '3 A f te r  th e  r e v e l ry  had run i t s  course, the  two
1) K $utp ipasapari< jran tau  ja ta v a lk a la d h a r ip a u /
M alopacitasarvahgau  vayubhak?au babhuvatuft//
Atmamahsani juhvan tau  p a d a n g u ? th a g ra d h i? th i t a u /
Ordhvabahu canim i§au d irghakalaip  d h p ta v ra ta u / /
Tayostapaliprabhavepa dlrghakalaip  p ra ta p i ta f r /
Dhumaip pramumuce v indhyas tadadbhu tam ivabhava t/ /  Adiparvan, 201.7-9.
2) Ibid.. 201.4-15.
3) May a v id a v a s tra v id a u  ba linau  kamarupii^au/
Ubhavapyamarau syaval) prasanno yadi nau p rabhuh //  ibid., 201,19.
4) T ra i lo k y a v i ja y a r th a y a  bhavadbhyam asthitam  tapali/
Hetunanena d a i ty e n d ra u  na vaip kamaip karomyaham// ibid.. 201.22.
5) Bhak^yataiji bhujyataiji nityaqi ramyataip g ly a t a m i t i /
Piyataip d lyataip  c e t i  vaca asangphe g p h e //  ibid.. 201.30.
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s e t  out to  conquer the  universe . Maddened with b a t t l e  Cyuddhadurmadau) they  f i r s t  
proceeded to  Heaven; bu t the  gods, aware of Brahma's boon, abandoned t h e i r  abodes 
and went to  th e  world of Brahma. Then they conquered th e  h o s t s  o f  yak$as , rakgasas, 
snakes, b irds , c r e a tu r e s  of th e  ocean and the  t r i b e s  o f  ba rb a r ian s .  Finally , the 
demons determ ined on th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  ro y a l  s e e r s  and brahmins who s a c r i f ic e d  
to  the  gods and thereby  fed t h e i r  energy and s t r e n g th .  So t h a t  powerful p a i r  of 
demons v io le n t ly  slew whosoever o f fe re d  or o f f i c i a t e d  a t  s a c r i f i c e .  Finding th e i r  
c u rse s  of no ava il ,  brahmins and a s c e t i c s  (tapafrslddhaft') abandoned t h e i r  r u le s  and 
p r a c t ic e s  and fled. Devoid o f  a l l  r e l i g io u s  observances, w ith a g r i c u l t u r a l  a c t i v i t y  a t
a s t a n d s t i l l  a l l  th e  world became empty as  though s t r u c k  by Time.
Thereupon th e  many groups of  s e e r s  and th e  gods p laced t h e i r  p l ig h t  be fo re  the
G randfa ther. Brahma r e f l e c t e d  fo r  a while on what was to  be done, and then,
d es ig n a t in g  or o rdain ing  t h e i r  d e s t r u c t io n  (.tayorvadhaip samuddigya) he i n s t r u c te d  
Viqvakarman (the d iv ine  a r t i f i c e r )  to  c r e a te  a buxom woman who could be s o l i c i t e d  
( spjyataip prarthan iyeha  pramadeti'), Gathering from the  t r ip le - w o r ld  every th ing  th a t  
was b e a u t i fu l ,  Vi^vakarman c re a te d  a maid ca lled  T i lo t ta m a  whose body was p e r fe c t  
r ig h t  down to  th e  t i n i e s t  d e ta i l ,  Brahma now bade her to  e n t ic e  th e  two demons with
her  body, but in such a way t h a t  when they saw her  a q u a r r e l  would a r i s e  between
them. As she departed  th e  g lances  of a l l  th e  g r e a t - s o u le d  gods f e l l  abundantly  on
her body -  except fo r  th e  G ra n d fa th e r .1
A fte r  having conquered the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  the  two demons aga in  gave them selves 
over to  p le a s u re s  w ith  women, food, and drink  and f in e r ie s .  During one such bout of 
rev e lry ,  T i lo t ta m a  appeared b e fo re  them wearing a s in g le  garment in  red. Now 'Their 
eyes red  with in to x ic a t io n  from d rink ing  th e  cho ices t  l iquor ,  they  re e le d  when they 
saw her  f in e  h ips. Leaping up and q u i t t in g  t h e i r  s e a t s ,  they  went to  where she 
stood; and rav ish ed  by lu s t  they both d e s ire d  h e r , '£ And so, maddened (mattau ) by
1) Ibid.. 202.1-203.30.
2) Tau tu  p i t v a  varaip panaip m ad arak tan ta locanau /  
Dp?tvaiva tarp vararohaip v y a th i ta u  saipbabhuvatub//
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the  boon they  had received , by t h e i r  own s t r e n g th ,  t h e i r  f in e r i e s  and by the  l iquo r  
they had drunk, they began to  q u a r r e l  over her. Possessed  by rage , they  se ized  t h e i r  
t e r r i b l e  c lubs  and s t r u c k  each o th e r  u n t i l  they  lay dead on th e  ground. Then Brahma 
with th e  gods and s e e r s  came th e re .  A f te r  rewarding T i lo t ta m a  w ith  a boon, Brahma 
re p a ire d  to  h is  Heaven and put Indra  in charge of the  t r i p l e - w o r ld ,1
In o th e r  myths Brahma again  o rda in s  the  method fo r  the  r e s o lu t io n  of a c r i s i s  
in the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  But ty p ic a l ly ,  he d e le g a te s  th e  a c tu a l  work to  a m orta l  (Arjuna) 
or ano ther  god (normally Vi§iju, bu t a ls o  Skanda).
Thus, a f t e r  Indra  had tau g h t  Arjuna the  m astery  o f  a l l  c e l e s t i a l  weapons during 
h is  s ta y  in Heaven, the  king of gods asked fo r  h i s  guru's  fee. Indra  re q u e s te d  th a t  
Arjuna should d e s tro y  h i s  danava enemies ca lled  the  N ivatakavacas  who numbered 
t h i r t y  m illion  and l ived  in a c i ty  by th e  ocean. To achieve  t h i s  deed, Arjuna was 
given In d ra 's  own c e l e s t i a l  c h a r io t  d riven by h is  d iv ine  c h a r io te e r  M ata li,  an 
im penetrab le  s u i t  o f  armour, and th e  g r e a t  conch s h e l l  D evadatta  with which (Jakra 
had conquered th e  worlds. Now Arjuna and M ata l i  quickly approached the  danava c i ty  
w ith th e  no ise  o f  t h e i r  c h a r io t  ro a r in g .  Arjuna c irc le d  th e  c i ty  blowing a challenge 
from the  g r e a t  conch Devadatta. Thereupon th e  N ivatakavacas poured out of t h e i r  c i ty  
in t h e i r  thousands; and th e r e  ensued a long and fu r io u s  b a t t l e  between Arjuna and 
the  demons with  much r e s o r t  to  magic and wizardry. Indeed, M ata l i  had never seen 
such a b a t t l e  before , even between the  gods and demons.
At the  cu lm ination  o f  the  b a t t l e ,  th e  danavas  became in v is ib le  and r e s o r te d  to  
dropping m ountains down u n t i l  th e  c h a r io t  of Arjuna and M ata l i  was enclosed  by 
p i led  up mountains, Even Arjuna was t ro u b le d  (agacchaip param am a r t  lip) and f r ig h te n e d  
(bhltaipy, but M a ta l i  urged him to  h u r l  th e  th u n d erb o lt  weapon <vajramastram). And 
with t h i s  mighty weapon, Arjuna s h a t t e r e d  the  mountains and slew the  danavas. 
Laughing, M a ta l i  agreed  t h a t  no t even th e  gods had th e  prowess ( viryaip) of Arjuna.
Tavutpatyasanaiji h i t v a  jag m a tu ry a tra  s a  s t h l t a /
Ubhau ca kamasaijimattavubhau p ra r th ay a ta i ;ca  ta rn / /  ib id .. 204.11-12.
1) Ibid.. 204.1-24.
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To the  sound of th e  w ailing  danava women, Arjuna and M ata l i  thundered in to  the  
conquered c i ty .  Admiring t h a t  c h o ices t  of c i t i e s  (nagaramuttamam), of  wondrous 
appearance, which he thought e x ce l led  even the  c i ty  of th e  king o f  gods, Arjuna 
wondered why the  gods did not l iv e  there .  M ata li  exp la ined  t h a t  t h i s  had indeed once 
been th e  c i ty  o f  Indra  but the  c e l e s t i a l s  had been expe lled  from i t  by the 
Nivatakavacas. In former times, i t  seemed, th ese  demons had performed very  se v ere  
a u s t e r i t i e s  ( ta p a s ta p tva  mahattivraip) and had rece ived  from Brahma th e  boon of 
l iv ing  in t h i s  c i ty  and being s a fe  a g a in s t  th e  gods in  b a t t l e  (.devebhyagcabhayaip 
yudhi). When an anxious Indra  approached th e  S e l f -E x is te n t  God, Brahma expla ined  
what he had ordained or d i re c te d  in t h i s  m a t te r  <d i$ tam atra>: 'You y o u rse l f  s h a l l  be 
t h e i r  end (but) in ano the r  body, 0 s la y e r  of V ptra .11 As Arjuna was In d ra 's  own son, 
the  king o f  gods had given him h i s  weapons to  s lay  th o se  whom th e  gods could not 
slay.'-2
However, Arjuna's  work fo r  th e  gods was not ye t  done fo r  on th e  way back to  
Heaven they  came upon ano ther  g r e a t  c i ty  which had th e  unusua l power o f  moving a t  
w i l l  (kamacaraipX M ata l i  exp la ined  th a t  formerly th e r e  were two a su ra  women ca lled  
Puloma and Kalaha who performed th e  s e v e re s t  a u s t e r i t i e s  <ceratuh paramaip tapah) 
fo r  a thousand y e a rs  of th e  gods. Then th e  S e l f - E x is te n t  <svayaipbhvs) God came to  
them and as t h e i r  boon they chose t h a t  t h e i r  progeny should  be in v io lab le  
(avadhyatarp) to  gods, rakgasas  and snakes. And th i s  d e l i g h t f u l  sky-going  c i ty  
(.ramanlyaiji puraip cedaip khacaraip), Impregnable to  gods, yakpas, gandharvas, rakpasas , 
snakes and o th e r  asuras , had been c re a te d  fo r  them by Brahma h im self .  In t h i s  c i ty  
ca lled  Hirapyapura, which was endued with th e  exce l lence  of  a l l  d e s i re s ,  f r e e  from 
sorrow, (and) f u l l  o f  hea lth ,  th e s e  a s u ra s  lived, always jo y fu l  and w ithout any 
d e s i r e s .3
But even demons who a re  happy and w ithout d e s i r e s  a re  s t i l l  demons, and by
1) B havitantastvam evai?aiii  dehenanyena v r t r a h a n / /  Arapyakaparvan, 169.31.
2) Ibid., 165.1-169.32. 3) Ibid.. 170.1-12.
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d e f in i t io n  must be d e s tro y e d  by th e  gods. Therefore, M a ta l i  r e l a te d ,  Brahma had 
form erly determ ined t h a t  a human would be t h e i r  d e a th .1
Arjuna now bade M ata l i  tu rn  th e  c h a r io t  so he could a lso  despatch  th e se  e v i l  
g o d -h a te rs  <papah  ... suradvigaii). Again t h e i r  took p lace  a wondrous b a t t l e  with 
much magic and w izardry  as th e  sky-go ing  c i ty  d a r te d  h i th e r  and th i th e r .  But with 
h is  bow and arrow and div ine  weapons, Arjuna shot th e  c i ty  out of th e  sk ies , and i t  
f e l l  broken on th e  Earth. Grounded, th e  danavas a t ta ck e d  anew, but Arjuna, though 
so re ly  p ressed  and s t ru c k  by g r e a t  fea r ,  des troyed  th o se  danavas  with h is  mighty 
Raudra weapon. M ata li  and even Indra  were awed by A rjuna’s f e a t  th a t  could not be 
accomplished by the  gods them selves .s
In the  Mah abh ara t  s 's  ve rs ion  of the  Ramayapa, Brahma can be seen tak ing  a more 
a c t iv e  r o le  in  guid ing  the  course  o f  even ts  towards th e  p re s e rv a t io n  of dharma; 
a lthough again  he d e le g a te s  much of  th e  work, e s p e c ia l ly  to  Vi?nu. In t h i s  ve rs ion  
of the  Ramayapai i t  i s  r e l a te d  t h a t  P r a ja p a t i  (=Brahma>, th e  S e l f -E x is te n t  c r e a to r  
of a l l  the  w orlds had a beloved mind-born son ca lled  Pu lastya ,  who begot a son, 
Vaiijravana Kubera, on a cow. But Kubera chose to  favour h i s  g ra n d fa th e r  over h is  
fa th e r .  G rea tly  angered, P u la s tya  c re a te d  ano the r  son ca l led  Vi^ravas to  coun ter  
Kubera. In th e  meantime P r a ja p a t i  had bestowed on Kubera im m orta lity , th e  lo rd sh ip  
of r ic h e s  (dhanegatvaip), the  g uard iansh ip  o f  one q u a r t e r  o f  th e  un iverse ,  and for 
h is  c a p i t a l  th e  i s la n d  of Lanka w ith  i t s  m u lt i tu d e s  o f  rak$asas.
Now, r e a l i s i n g  t h a t  h i s  f a th e r  was angry w ith  him, Kubera gave th re e  rak$asa  
women to  him as  s e rv a n ts .  P leased  with them, P u la s tya  gave them the  boon of  having 
sons l ike  th e  World Guardians. I t  was on th e s e  rak$asa  women t h a t  Vi^ravas -  who 
now viewed h is  b ro th e r  Kubera with  anger -  begot Rava^a, h is  b ro th e r s  and s i s t e r ;  
and they  were th u s  g randch ild ren  o f  Brahma th e  S e l f - E x i s t e n t  c r e a to r  of a l l  the  
worlds.3
1) Manu?o m ptyurete§aip nirdi?"to brahmapa p u r a / /  ibid.. 170.12.
2) Ibid.. 170.14-68. 3) Ibid.. 258.11.
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All, by n a tu re ,  were f a i r ly  ty p ic a l  rak?asast save fo r  Vibhi?apa who was 
su p e r io r  to  a l l  in beauty , a p r o te c to r  o f  dharma (dharmagopt a) and who d e lig h ted  in 
r i t u a l  <k r iy a r a t ih >. By c o n t r a s t  h i s  b ro th e r  Khara ha ted  brahmins and fed on flesh; 
while Qurpanakha was f ie r c e  and o b s tru c te d  se e rs .  Kumbhakarpa excelled  a l l  in 
s t r e n g th ,  was s k i l l e d  in magic, add ic ted  to  b a t t l e ,  and a f ie r c e  Night-Walker. Ten­
headed Ravana, the  e ld e s t  of a l l ,  was o f  mighty power, prowess, courage and valour. 
N ever the less ,  a l l  were heroes  who knew th e  Vedas (sarve vedavidaljO and performed 
t h e i r  vows com pletely  (sarve  su c a r i ta v ra ta l j); for, a s  we have no ted  above, even 
rak?asas  have t h e i r  le g i t im a te  p lace  w ith in  the  t o t a l  system  o f  dharma. 1
However, th rough t h e i r  r iv a l r y  with t h e i r  uncle Kubera, they  determ ined on the  
performance of a u s t e r i t i e s .  Ten-headed Ravapa s tood  on one foo t  fo r  a thousand 
years , in amidst f iv e  f i r e s ,  while l iv in g  on wind alone, and f u l ly  concen tra ted . 
Kumbhakarpa s l e p t  on th e  ground only, and was c o n tro l le d  in d ie t  and vows. Vibhl?apa 
undertook se v e re  a u s t e r i t i e s  ( a t i$ th a tt fv ra ip  tapaiy> a l l  th e  time and a te  one 
w ithered  l e a f  only. Khara and Qurpanakha guarded them a l l  th e  while. Now, a f t e r  a 
f u l l  thousand years , ten -headed  Ravana cu t o f f  a head ( giragchit-tva) and o f fe re d  i t  
in to  the  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  (juhetyagnau). This u l t im a te  s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t i o n  was f in a l ly  
enough fo r  Brahma, who now appeared  to  them: 'I  am p leased  with you; (now) cease 
(and) choose boons my ch ild ren . Excepting im m orta lity  alone, which is  not ordained, 
choose what you w ish .1* Ravapa chose th a t  he should never  s u f f e r  d e fe a t  from 
gandharvas , gods, asu ras ,  snakes, kiipnaras or g h o s ts  (bhuta). And Brahma ordained  
t h i s  so ( ta th a  tadvthitaip maya>\ only from men would th e re  be danger. With t h i s  
Ravapa was s a t i s f i e d  ' f o r  th e  fo o l i s h  m an-ea te r  desp ised  humans.13 By c o n t r a s t  
V ibhl$apa chose t h a t  even when he was sub jec t  to  th e  g r e a t e s t  m is fo r tune  
(paramapad), adharma should never e n te r  him. S ig n if ica n t ly ,  in t h i s  s p e c ia l  case
1) Ibid.. 259.13.
2) P r i to  asmi vo nivartadhvaip varanvpputa  p u t ra k a h /  
Y adyad i^am pte  tvekamamaratvaip t a t h a s t u  t a t / /  ib id .. 259.22.
3) Avamene h i  durbuddhirm anu?yanpuru?adakab //  ibid.. 259.27.
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where th e  demon was palpably  not a t h r e a t  to  the  ascendancy of dharma, Brahma was 
prepared  to  g ra n t  Immortality: 'Although your b i r t h  was from th e  womb of  a rakgasf, 
h a ra s s e r  of your enemies, (as) your mind d e l ig h ts  no t in adharma, I  g ran t  you 
im m o rta li ty ,11
Having rece ived  h is  boon, Ravapa quickly conquered th e  God of Riches in  b a t t l e  
and expe lled  him from Lanka. Kubera then  r e t i r e d  to  Mount Gandhamadana followed by 
h is  gandharvas, yak pas, as  well as rakpasas  and kiippurupas1, and a lso  h is  dharma- 
minded h a l f  b ro th e r  Vlbhi^apa, Kubera placed Vibhi$apa a t  th e  head of th e  arm ies of 
h is  yaAfa and rakpasa  fo llow ers, The remaining rakpasas  and p igacas  now made 
Ravapa t h e i r  king; and th e  power-mad (balotkaiafr) rakpasa, who could assume any 
form and t r a v e l  th e  sk ie s  a t  w il l ,  brought f e a r  to  th e  gods (devanaip bhayamadadhat> 
and took from them t h e i r  t r e a s u re .^
All th e  gods and s e e r s  then  sought re fu g e  (garapaip g a t  ati) w ith  Brahma. Agni 
spoke fo r  the  gods:
The pow erfu l ten -headed  son of Vi^ravas was form erly  made in v io lab le  by you, 
our Lord, w ith  th e  g i f t  o f  a boon. The mighty (rakpasa}  o p p resses  a l l
c re a tu r e s  w ith  h i s  in ju r io u s  a c ts .  Therefore, 0 Lord, save  us, fo r  th e re  i s  no
o th e r  s av io u r ,3
Brahma re p l ie d  th a t  a s o lu t io n  was a lready  in process:
0 r a d ia n t  Fire , he cannot be d e fe a te d  in  b a t t l e  by gods or asuras . (Yet) i t
has been ordained in h i s  case  what i s  to  be done fo r  h i s  complete 
suppress ion . For t h i s  purpose  four-arm ed Vi$pu, th e  b e s t  of w arr io rs ,  has 
descended (to  e a r th )  on my o rders ;  he w i l l  perform t h i s  deed.'1
1) Yasmadrak$asayonau t e  j a t a s y  am itrakari jana/
Nadharme ram ate  buddhiramaratvaiji dadami t e / /  ibid.. 259.31.
2) Ibid.. 259.39-40.
3) Yah sa  v iq ravasab  pu tro  daqagrlvo  m ahabalab/
Avadhyo varadanena kpto bhagavata  p u r a / /
Sa badha te  p ra ja h  s a rv a  v ip rak a ra irm ah ab a lab /
Tato n a s t r a t u  b h a g a v a n n a n y a s tra ta  h i  v id y a te / /  ibid.. 260,2-3.
4) Na sa  d ev a su ra ib  £akyo yuddhe jetuip v ibhavaso /
Vihitaip t a t r a  y a tk a ry am a b h ita s ta sy a  n ig ra h e / /
T adartham avatirpo  asau  m anniyogaccaturbhujah/
Vigpub prahara ta iji  q re s th a h  sa  k a r m a i t a tk a r i ? y a t i / /  ib id .. 260.4-5.
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Thereupon Brahma commanded th e  gods: 'Be born on E ar th  to g e th e r  w ith  a l l  the  h o s ts  
of gods. On b ea rs  and monkeys, you a l l  must beget h e ro ic  sons -  mighty and able to  
assume any form -  to  be Vi^pu's a s s i s t a n t s . ' 1 Immediately th e  c e l e s t i a l s  descended 
to  e a r th  with vary ing  p o r t io n s  of them selves  <bbaganubhagena).
Having ordained  the  b i r th  of Rama and h i s  he lpe rs ,  Brahma proceeded to  ordain 
the  means by which they  would be brought in to  c o n f l ic t  w ith Ravana and h is  
rak$asas.  To achieve th is ,  Brahma commanded a gandharvj  woman named Dundubhi to  
take  b i r th  in the  world of men as  th e  hunch-backed woman Manthara. Brahma then 
en ligh tened  he r  a s  to  what she was to  do (yatkaryam ya th a  ya tha)  to  make 
s u c c e s s fu l  th e  purpose  and des ign  of the  gods (devakaryart.hasiddhaye). And, 
concludes th e  n a r r a to r ,  'Thus did th e  Lord, who promotes th e  w e lfa re  o f  the  worlds, 
d ispose  i t  a l l . 1:2
At th e  bidding of Brahma, Manthara now became in te n t  on fomenting a feud in 
the  house of Rama. The o p p o r tu n i ty  soon came, fo r  Rama's f a th e r ,  King Da^aratha, 
deeming h im se lf  advanced in years , decided to  c o n sec ra te  h i s  e ld e s t  son Rama as  h e i r  
th a t  very n igh t.  But hea ring  of th is ,  Manthara informed King Da9a ra th a 's  second wife 
Kaikeyl, em phasising th e  i l l - f o r t u n e  i t  boded fo r  her. Donning a l l  her jew elery  and 
finery , Kaikeyi approached th e  king, and with winning ways reminded him of an old 
promise to  h e r  of a boon.
King Da^aratha agreed  to  g ran t  her  whatever she wished, bu t was m o rt if ied  and 
rendered  sp e ec h le ss  when she chose th a t  he r  son B harata  be consec ra ted  as h e ir  and 
th a t  Rama be banished to  th e  f o re s t .  When Rama heard, he sa id  ' th e  king s h a l l  be 
t ru e '  ( ra ja  s a ty o  b h a v a tv i t i ), and he departed  fo r  th e  f o r e s t  in  th e  garb of an 
a s c e t ic ,  accompanied by h i s  b ro th e r  Lak^mana and h is  w ife  S i t  a .3
Now, o f  course , f o r e s t s  were th e  haunt not ju s t  o f  a s c e t ic s ,  but of m an-eating
1) Sarvairdevagana ih  sardhaiji saipbhavadhvam m a h i ta le / /
Vi?pob s a h a y a n rk ? I? u  v a n a r i^ u  ca sa rva^ab /
Janayadhvam s u ta n v i ra n k a m a ru p a b a la n v i ta n / /  ib id . . 260.6-8.
2) Evaip v idhaya ta tsarvaiji  bhagavShllokabhavanah/ ib id . . 260.14.
3) Ibid.. 261.1-28.
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rak$asas  a s  well, and I t  was only to  be expected t h a t  Rama would come in to  c o n f l ic t  
with them. And soon th e r e  occurred  a g re a t  q u a r r e l  w ith Ravana's b ro the r ,  King Khara 
of Janas thana , which was caused by Ravana's s i s t e r ,  Qurpapakha. In o rd er  to  p ro te c t  
the  a s c e t i c s  from the  m an -ea te rs ,  Rama, who was devoted to  dharma, slew 14,000 of 
th e  rak$asas t inc lud ing  Khara. He a lso  m u ti la ted  Qurpanakha, c u t t in g  o f f  her nose 
and lip ,
^urpanakha sought re fu g e  with  her  b ro th e r  on Lanka; and when Ravana saw h is  
b lo o d -s ta in e d  and m u ti la ted  s i s t e r ,  he ground h is  t e e t h  (dantairdant anupaspr$an) in 
rage  and flam es of f i r e  b u r s t  f o r th  from the  a p e r tu re s  of h i s  body 
<sro to b h y a s te ja so  arcipafr n ip cervr ).1
Determined on revenge, ten -h ead ed  Ravana commanded a fellow  rakpasa  c a lled  
Marica to  take  on the  form of  a deer  with jew elled a n t l e r s  and with gems speckled 
on i t s  hide. When S i t  a saw t h i s  e n t ic in g  s ig h t  she would c e r t a in ly  send Rama in 
p u rsu i t ,  a llowing Ravapa the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  abduct her.
From Brahma's po in t o f  view, a l l  was now p e r f e c t ly  s e t  fo r  a c lash  between Rama 
and Ravana, But j u s t  to  make s u re  ev en ts  continued along th e  d e s ire d  course , Brahma 
seems to  have in te rvened  ye t  again; fo r  when Marica appeared in th e  g u ise  o f  a 
deer, S i t  a was 'urged on by ordinance* <vidh icod ita )  when she s e n t  Rama in p u r s u i t .2 
In t h i s  con tex t,  vidhi  o r  ord inance can only r e f e r  to  one of Brahma's guiding 
ordinances,
The rem ainder o f  th e  Ramayapa s to ry ,  which th e  Mahabharata p rov ides  in o u t l in e ,  
i s  too  w ell known to  need rep e a t in g .  S u ff ice  i t  to  say t h a t  e ven ts  do take  th e  
course  th a t  Brahma des ired .  S i t  a i s  abducted and held  p r iso n e r  in Ravana's is la n d  
f o r t r e s s  of Lanka, Rama and Lak§mana, with  t h e i r  monkey army, do rescue  her, and 
d e s tro y  Ravana and h is  rak$asa  hordes in the  process.
At the  end, though, Brahma in te rv e n e s  in one more v i t a l  fash ion  to  e n su re  th a t  
ev en ts  tak e  an a p p ro p r ia te  course . With th e  death  of Ravana and the  d e fe a t  o f  h is
1) Ibid., 261.42-50. 2) Ibid.. 262.11-13.
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army, S i t a  i s  b rought t o  h e r  v ic to r io u s  husband. But Rama r e j e c t s  her, for knowing
th e  dec is ion  of th e  dharma <.janandharmavinl$cayam) he could no t m ain ta in  even fo r  a
moment a woman who had been in ano ther  man's hands: 'V ir tuous  or not, M a ith i l l
<=Sita) I cannot enjoy you now, j u s t  as an ob la t ion  has  been licked  by a dog . '1 The
gods Vayu, Agni and Varupa a l l  confirm her  innocence, but Brahma in te rv en e s
de c is iv e ly  by exp la in ing  how he had provided fo r  the  s a fe g u a rd in g  of S i t a ' s  v ir tue :
Then S i t  a was abducted by th a t  ev il-m inded one fo r  th e  purpose of h i s  own 
death. And she  was p ro te c te d  by me through the  cu rse  of Nalakubara. He had 
form erly been to ld  th a t  i f  he enjoyed any woman se x u a l ly  who d e s i re d  him not, 
h is  body would fo r  c e r t a in  b u r s t  in to  a hundred pieces . Have no doubt about 
th is ,  Receive he r  back, g lo r io u s  man,2
T herefo re  in  th e  Mahabharata's v e rs ion  of th e  Ramayapa, from th e  point of view 
of the  p a r t i c ip a n t s  th e  'hand of f a t e '  can be seen a t  work from beginning to  end
guid ing  th e  course  o f  even ts .  But th roughout th e  hand of f a t e  is  revea led  as  no
more nor l e s s  than th e  in ju n c t io n s  of Brahma, even though much of the  a c tu a l  hard 
work i s  performed by Vispu in the  g u ise  of Rama.3 And whereas th e  hand of f a t e  i s  
normally seen a s  beyond a l l  rhyme and reason, Brahma's boons and ord inances  always 
have as  t h e i r  u l t im a te  purpose th e  p re s e rv a t io n  of o rd e r  and dharma in the  t r i p l e ­
world, even i f  a t  t im es  they  seem cap r ic io u s  and foo lish .  In the  Ramayapa the
purpose of Brahma's boons and in ju n c t io n s  i s  a t  a l l  t im es the  d e s t ru c t io n  of Ravana,
and th u s  o f  adharma, However, though the  f in a l  r e s u l t  i s  p redeterm ined , i t  does not 
follow th a t  th e  a c t io n s  o f  the  p r in c ip a l  p a r t i c ip a n ts  in the  drama a re  completely
1) Suvpttam asuvptta ip  vapyahaqi tvamadya m a i th i l i /
Notsahe paribhogaya  ^vavallcjhaiji h a v i r y a th a / /  ibid.. 275,13.
2> V adhartham atm anastena h p ta  s i t  a du ra tm ana /
Nalakubarafjapena r a k ? a  casyaft kp ta  may a / /
Yadi hyakam am asevetstriyam anyam api dhruvam/
Qatadhasya phaleddeha i ty u k ta h  so a b h a v a tp u ra / /
N atra  ^anka tvaya  k a ry a  pratlcchemam m ahadyute/ ib id .. 275,32-34,
3) Also compare how Brahma 'o rd a in s '  (vihitaip) th e  means fo r  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of th e  
rak$asa  Carvaka (Qantiparvan, 39,22-46); and th e  t e r r i b l e  demon Taraka 
(Anu^asanaparvan, 84.1-17).
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co n tro l le d  by th e  e f f e c t  of Brahma's In junc tions , Brahma's method of ope ra t ion  i s  not 
to  e x e rc ise  h i s  d iv ine  powers to  d i r e c t ly  d i c t a t e  the  co u rse  of events ,  but to  
m anipula te  and manoeuvre ev e n ts  t h a t  occur independently  o f  him, Indeed, i t  should 
be re c a l le d  t h a t  th e  whole drama tu rn s  upon th e  ra k p a sa s  having th e  freedom of 
choice to  follow th e  path  of  a sce tism , and th u s  cha llenge  the  o rder  of the  t r i p l e ­
world.
A more immediate example of where Brahma's in ju n c t io n s  s e rv e  to  guide the  
course  of e v e n ts  i s  provided by th e  c e n t r a l  s t o r y - l i n e  o f  the  Mahabharata i t s e l f .  
However, Brahma's p a r t  in  p rede term in ing  the  course  of  e v e n ts  in  the  core  drama of 
th e  Mahabharata i s  much l e s s  im portan t  than the  p a r t  played by Vi$pu.
In th e  c r i t i c a l  e d i t io n  of the  Mahabharata, as we have i t ,  the  c e n t r a l  s to ry  
l in e  i s  s e t  w ith in  th e  framework o f  the  e t e r n a l  cosmic c o n f l ic t  between gods and 
demons. However, t h i s  cosmic theme seems to  have become co n f la te d  and confused with 
a more e a r th ly  theme of  probably V a i?pav ite  o r ig in s ,  namely t h a t  the  k p a tr iy a s  a s  a 
varna have become too  powerful and uncon tro lled , and must be destroyed . The 
im plica tion  of th e  f i r s t  theme is  th a t  demonic k p a tr iy a s  must be destroyed; the  
im plica tion  of the  second i s  t h a t  a l l  k p a tr iy a s  must be k i l le d  off.
The in te rw eav ing  of th e se  two themes -  a s su re d ly  of s e p a r a te  o r ig in  -  can be 
seen in th e  very f i r s t  book of th e  Mahabharata where Vai9ampayana exp la ins  to  King 
Janamejaya th e  o r ig in  of th e  g r e a t  c o n f l ic t .  Vai^ampayana begins  w ith  the  mighty 
deeds o f  the  w a r r io r  brahmin Rama Jamadagnya,1 a s to ry  which the  brahmin re d a c to r s  
of the  Mahabharata were obviously  fond o f .2 Vaigaippayana re c o u n ts  th a t  Rama, son of 
Jamadagni had form erly  emptied the  e a r th  of k p a tr iy a s  tw en ty -one  tim es over and had 
then  performed tapas  on Mount Mahendra. However, w ith  th e  e a r th  f re e  of kpa tr lya  
men, the  k p a tr iy a  women approached th e  brahmins longing fo r  t h e i r  wombs
1) S ig n if ic a n t ly  in l a t e r  mythology Rama came to  be viewed as  an in ca rn a t io n  of 
Vi?pu; a l though  in th e  Mahabharata he i s  in f a c t  a w orsh ipper of £iva, 
Karnaparvan, 24.131-155.
2) See Q antiparvan, 49.1-79; and Asvamedhikaparvan, 29.1-22.
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<garth  arth inyo ). And then
Brahmins of f ixed  vows u n i te d  with them a t  t h e i r  p roper  season, t i g e r  among 
men, not from d e s ire ,  (and) l ikew ise  not out o f  season. Thus k$ a tr iya  men 
(were b e go tten )  on k $ a tr iy a  women by a s c e t ic  brahmins. ... (And) t h i s  race, 
endowed w ith  a very long l i f e ,  p rospered  with dharma. Then a l l  fou r  varpas  
e x is te d  with brahmins the  h ig h e s t .1
In t h i s  manner a new and r ig h te o u s  race  of k $ a tr iy a s  was produced by brahmin
f a th e r s  on k $ a tr iy a  m others.2 T h e re a f te r  men only went to  t h e i r  wives a t  t h e i r
season  and not out of d e s ire ;  and even animals did th e  same. Their  o f f s p r in g  lived
fo r  hundreds and thousands of y e a rs  and were devoted to  th e  vows of  dharma
(dharmavrataparayapah). And while th e  k $ a tr iy a s  ru le d  over the  e a r th  in accordance
with dharma, a l l  th e  c la s s e s  headed by the  brahmins a t t a in e d  th e  g r e a t e s t  joy. As
th e  k $ a tr iy a s  were devoted to  dharma> Indra  sen t  r a in  a t  th e  r ig h t  time and place.
Women and cows gave b i r t h  a t  the  r ig h t  time; and t r e e s  bore  f r u i t s  and f low ers  a t
a l l  seasons. And a l l  c l a s s e s  of men f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  own d u t i e s  fu l ly  and properly . At
th a t  time th e  dharma was in no way diminished Cdharmo na h ra sa te  k v a c i t ).
However, in to  t h i s  Golden Age (kptayuge ) a new k p a tr iy a  menace appeared when 
demons d e fe a te d  in Heaven began to  be born on Earth  as kings: 'For a t  th a t  time the  
d a i ty a s  had been re p e a te d ly  conquered in  b a t t l e  by th e  gods, and fa l le n  from t h e i r  
lo rd ly  s t a t e  they  took b i r t h  here  on e a r th . '3 D esiring  to  be gods among men 
(.devatvamicchanto manu$e$u) th e s e  demons were born in such numbers th a t  the  Earth  
could no longer su ppo rt  h e r s e l f .  Even worse than t h e i r  numbers was t h e i r  behaviour:
1) Tabhih saha sam apeturbrahm aoah s a ip g i ta v ra ta h /  
g ta v r t a u  na ravyagh ra  na kamannanptau t a t h a / /  (6)
Evaip tadbrahmai^aih k§atraip k $ a t r iy a s u  tapasv ibh if i/
Jatam pdhyata  dharmena sud irg h en ay u ?an v itam /
C atvaro  ap i  t a d a  v a rna  babhuvu rb rahm ano tta rah / /  (8) Adlparvan, 58.6 & 8.
2) Although lo g ic a l ly  we must presume th a t  the  f i r s t  tw en ty  mixed races  so produced 
f e l l  v ictim  to  Rama's wrath. Another u n s ta te d  assum ption would seem to  be that ,  
with th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of th e  old k $ a tr iya  race  and th e  b i r t h  o f  the  new mixed 
race, th e  cycle  of th e  fou r  ages  s t a r t s  again.
3) A d ity a irh i  t a d a  d a i ty a  bahu<jo n i r j i t a  yudhi/
A i^va ryadbh rah^ ita^cap i  saipbabhuvuh k ^ i t a v ih a / /  Adiparvan, 58.26.
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Powerful, p r id e fu l ,  b ea r in g  va rious  shapes, they roamed over the  e a r th  to  the  
boundaries  of th e  ocean, crush ing  t h e i r  enemies, ... Spreading fea r ,  and 
d e s tro y in g  a l l  th e  h o s ts  of c re a te d  beings, they  wandered th e  e n t i r e  e a r th  in
t h e i r  hundreds and thousands, 0 king. V io lating  everyw here the  g r e a t  s e e r s  in
t h e i r  herm itages , they  were h o s t i l e  to  brahmins, drunk with power, and 
in to x ic a te d  with s t ro n g  d r in k . 1
And so the  e a r th  was torm ented (pidyamanafr) and fo rc e fu l ly  occupied by the  danavas
( akrantaip danava irba la t). S tr icken  by her burden ( b h a r a r t a l  and a f f l i c t e d  with f e a r
<bhayapitfita)  th e  e a r th  now sought re fu g e  <jagama farapam) with the  Grandfather.
Thereupon Brahma d ire c te d  ( adidega) th e  gods, gandharvas  and apsaras  to  be born 
on Earth: 'For t h e i r  su p p ress io n  you must each be born on Her with p o r t io n s  (of 
yo u rse lv es)  to  throw o f f  Her burden .'12 Then a l l  th e  gods approached Narayana, and 
Indra  bade him a lso  to  descend with a p o r tio n  of h im se lf  (ah gen ava tarasve ti) fo r  the  
p u r ify in g  (godhanaya) o f  th e  Earth, So, w ith  p o r t io n s  o f  them selves  <aiigaih svair),
a l l  th e  d iv ine  be ings were born amongst th e  l in e a g es  of brahmin and ro y a l  s e e r s  fo r
the  d e s t r u c t io n  of th e  enemies of th e  gods <amararlvinagayay  and the  w e lfa re  of a l l  
the  worlds (sarva lokah itaya ).3 In due time, a t  Brahma's behest ,  a l l  the  c e l e s t i a l s  
became p a r t ly  in c a rn a te  on E a r th ."1
1) VIryavanto a v a l i p t a s t e  nana rupadha ra  mahim/
Imap s aga r  a par y an t  arji p a r iy u ra r im a rd a n a l) / /  (31)
T rasayan to  v in ig h n a n ta s tah s ta n b h u ta g a p an ^ c a  t e /
Vicerub s a rv a to  rajanmahiip 9a ta s a h a s ra $ a t i / /  (33)
A^ramasthanm aharsih^ca d h a r ? a y a n ta s ta t a s t a t a h /
Abrahmapya viryam ada m a t ta  madabalena c a / /  (34) ibid.. 58.31 & 33-34.
2) Asya bhumernirasituip bharaiji bhagaih  ppthakppthak/
Asyameva prasuyadhvaiji v i ro d h a y e t i  c a b r a v l t / /  ibid.. 58.46.
3) Ibid.. 58.49-59.4. This cosmic s e t t in g ,  though, Is  presumably a l a t e r  a d d it io n  fo r  
some o f  th e  d iv ine  p o r t io n s  a re  born on th e  wrong s id e  i f  th e  s t r u g g le  between 
the  Papdavas and Kauravas i s  a de fac to  one between gods and demons. On the  
Kaurava s id e  Karpa i s  born o f  th e  sun (Adiparvan, 61.89), Dropa o f  Bphaspati 
(Adiparvan, 61.63), Aqvatthaman o f  Mahadeva (Adiparvan, 61.66-67), Bhl?ma of the 
Vasus (Adiparvan, 61.68-69), Kppa of th e  Rudras (Adiparvan, 61.71), and Kptavarman 
of th e  Maruts (Adiparvan, 61.75). There a re  o th e r  anomolies, too: an army of 
rak$asas  under G hato tkaca  f i g h t s  on the  Papdava side; and in the  p e rso n a l  combat 
between Arjuna and Karna the  A dityas  a re  sa id  to  favour Karpa (Karpaparvan, 
63.39), I t  should  a lso  be noted t h a t  King Puru, l in e a l  descendant o f  th e  Papdavas, 
i s  bego tten  by King Y ayati  on 9armi? th a ,  th e  d augh te r  o f  Vp?aparvan, th e  king of 
the  demons. (Adiparvan, 78.10-11, 80.26-27) This would seem to  make th e  Papdavas 
d i s t a n t l y  r e l a te d  to  th e  demons!
4) The only o th e r  d i re c t  p a r t  Brahma seems to  p lay  in  th e  c e n t r a l  s to r y  l in e  of the  
Mahabharata occurs  when Arjuna and Karpa f in a l ly  p a i r  o f f  fo r  p e rso n a l  combat. 
All the  c e l e s t i a l s  duly t roop  along to  see  the  s p e c ta c le ,  and Brahma, the  s e l f ­
born lord  o f  c r e a tu r e s  (prajapatiip  ... svayaipbhuvam) a ls o  came th e re  a long with
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Related v e rs io n s  o f  t h i s  cosmic framework a re  to  be found in the  Sabhaparvan 
and Arapyakaparvan; but s ig n i f ic a n t ly ,  in th e s e  Vi?pu has r i s e n  f a r  above being ju s t  
Brahma's f a i t h f u l  l i e u te n a n t  in the  overthrow of  adharmat fo r  he has now subsumed 
Brahma's p o s i t io n  as  p r in c ip a l  s t r a t e g i s t  and commander o f  the  gods. Indeed, Vi$nu 
comes to  p lay  a ro le  t h a t  i s  as  im portan t or even more im portan t  than  th a t  of 
Brahma in r e so lv in g  the  many c r i s e s  th a t  a f f l i c t  the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  While Vi$nu, to  
h is  devotees, i s  c re a to r ,  p re s e rv e r  and d e s tro y e r ,  i t  i s  in h is  func t ion  as p re se rv e r  
of the  o rdered  fun c t io n in g  o f  the  t r ip le - w o r ld  t h a t  Vi?nu r e c e iv e s  most a t t e n t io n  in 
the  Epic.
A f te r  th e  c re a t io n  of the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  Vi^pu too  i s  in t im a te ly  concerned with 
laying down th e  o rder  by which i t  should function. Thus fo r  th e  gods he o rda in s  
t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  j u r i s d ic t i o n s  Cadhikaro)t or a re a s  of a u th o r i ty ,  fo r  the  w e lfa re  of 
the  worlds (lokahit.am);1 and fo r  men he o rda in s  not j u s t  th e  Way of Action 
<pravpttidharm a ) with a l l  i t s  com plex it ies  of dharmic duty, bu t a ls o  the  Way of 
Renunciation <nivrtt idharm a ).i- According to  th e  Mokpadharma, Vi?pu then h im se lf  
chose th e  Way of  Renunciation .3  This may merely r e f l e c t  th e  b ias  of a t e x t  
p r in c ip a l ly  concerned with  l ib e ra t io n ,  fo r  in p r a c t ic e  Vi?pu c lo se ly  s u p e r in te n d s  the  
working of a l l  a s p e c ts  o f  the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  and i s  ever  ready  to  in te rv en e  where the  
fo rc e s  o f  adharma th re a te n .  Compared to  Brahma, though, Vi§nu i s  much more 
pe rsona l ly  involved in th e  r e s o lu t io n  of th e  c r i s e s  t h a t  p e r io d ic a l ly  rack  the  
t r ip le -w o r ld ;  e s p e c ia l ly  when he tak e s  form on e a r th  as an ava tara  to  d i r e c t l y  deal
I^ana (Qiva), Now th e  l e s s e r  gods were u n c e r ta in  as to  th e  outcome, and with 
Indra as  t h e i r  spokesman, they  re q u e s te d  Brahma t h a t  both should be equa lly  
v ic to r io u s .  However, Brahma and Ljana both rep ly  t h a t  Arjuna who was i n te l l ig e n t ,  
brave, powerful, devout and who knew th e  e n t i r e  sc ie n c e  o f  archery , would 
c e r ta in ly  be v ic to r io u s .  Those anc ien t  and b e s t  o f  s e e r s  Nara and Narayapa were 
r u l e r s  who could no t be ru led ;  they  were f e a r l e s s  enem y-burners. However, Brahma 
and £iva ag reed  th a t  the  he ro ic  and brave Karpa should a t t a i n  the  h ig h es t  world, 
where he should be h igh ly  honoured along with Dropa and Bhl?ma. But th e  two 
Kr§pa's would be v ic to r io u s .  (Karnaparvan, 63.30-56) However, in t h i s  in s ta n c e  
Brahma seems not so much to  ordain  th e  course  o f  even ts ,  as to  s t a t e  an 
in d isp u ta b le  fac t :  Arjuna and Kr?pa could not be overcome,
1) ^ an tip a rv an ,  327.33-60. 2) Ibid.. 327.2-3.
3) Ibid.. 327,2 & 8 8 .
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with th e  fo rc e s  o f  adharma. But h i s  method of approach i s  much th e  same, Vi?nu does 
not d i r e c t ly  dete rm ine  th e  course  o f  e ven ts  through use  o f  h i s  s u p e rn a tu ra l  powers, 
but in s te a d  guides , m anipulates, and manoeuvres the  flow o f  e v e n ts  which by o r ig in  
a re  independent of h i s  con tro l .  To t h i s  ex te n t  Vi§nu too becomes more or l e s s  an 
agent of des tiny , but not one t h a t  t o t a l l y  d e s tro y s  th e  f r e e - w i l l  of m ortals .
As p re se rv e r ,  Vi?nu spends much o f  h i s  time t ry in g  to  con ta in  the  d iso rd e r  and 
e v i l  th a t  he b r in g s  fo r th  as  c re a to r .  In V a i?nav ite  mythology th e  fo rces  of adharma 
appear immediately c re a t io n  commences, with th e  appearance o f  th e  demons Madhu and 
Kaiiabha, whose c re a t io n  i s  in te n t io n a l  in some myths and u n in te n t io n a l  in o thers .  
Whatever th e  case, Vi?pu rec o g n ise s  th e  danger they c o n s t i t u t e  to  the  order  of the  
t r ip le - w o r ld  and s e t s  about t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n ,
In th e  Arapyakaparvan v e rs io n  of t h i s  myth, th e  Markandeya rec o u n ts  how a t  
th e  end of th e  cosmic age Vi?$u s le e p s  a lone on th e  c o i l s  o f  th e  g ig a n t ic  snake 
Qe?a, a f lo a t  on the  p r im ord ia l  w a te rs .  And while he s le e p s ,  a lo tu s  emerges from h is  
navel in which the  G randfa ther  Brahma, the  p recep to r  of the  world was born. Now t h i s  
wondrous s p e c ta c le  was seen by th e  demons Madhu and Kaitabha, whose p r io r  e x is te n ce  
i s  simply assumed in t h i s  myth. A f te r  recover ing  from t h e i r  as tonishm ent, th e  g re a t  
p a ir  began to  t e r r i f y  ( v i t r a s a y e ta m ) Brahma. Repeatedly f r ig h te n e d  by the  pa ir ,  
Brahma shook th e  lo tu s  s t a lk  u n t i l  Vi?nu awoke and, tak ing  advan tage  of t h e i r  
In so len t  p r id e  in t h e i r  own might, eng ineered  t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n .  Although th e  demons 
claim they  ab ide  by th e  e t e r n a l  p re c e p ts  of dharma, t h e i r  behaviour towards the  
c r e a t iv e  demiurge Brahma i s  c le a r ly  demonic and promotive o f  adharma. Because of 
t h e i r  unequalled  power, Vi$ou deemed t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n  n e c es sa ry  fo r  the  w e lfa re  of 
the  world. Seeing th o se  two most pow erfu l danavas , Vi sou said : 'I  wish you welcome,
0 powerful ones. I s h a l l  g ive  you two a most e x c e l le n t  boon, fo r  I am p le a s e d , ' 1 
Laughing a t  Visou, th o se  pow erfu l asuras  both answered: 'You y o u rse lf ,  0 God, must
1 ) D r? tva  tavabrav lddeva ti  svagataip  vam mohabalau/
Dadani vaip varaip ^restham  p r i t i r h i  mama j a y a t e / /  Araoyakaparvan, 194.18.
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choose from us (for)  we two a re  g r a n t e r s  o f  boons, 0 b e s t  of Gods. We two s h a l l  
g ra n t  you a boon; th e r e fo r e  ask w ithou t h e s i t a t i o n .n The o f f e r  p leased  Vi$$u who 
said:
I accep t your boon, 0 heroes, and ( th e re  is )  a boon X d es ire ;  fo r  you two a re  
both endued with  power (and) no man is  your equal. For th e  w e lfa re  of the  
world, I wish to  o b ta in  t h i s  des ire ;  th a t  the  two of you, who a re  t ru ly  
powerful, should  be k i l le d  by me.2
To th i s  awesome re q u e s t  fo r  t h e i r  own d e s tru c t io n ,  Madhu and Kai^abha agreed:
We two have never  spoken an u n t ru th  before, not even in j e s t  l e t  a lone 
otherw ise . Know t h a t  we two a re  devoted to  t r u t h  and dharma, 0 b e s t  of 
persons. There a re  none who equal us in s t r e n g th ,  beauty , valour, equanimity, 
dharma, a u s te r i t y ,  g iv ing, and in ch a ra c te r ,  courage and s e l f - c o n t r o l .  A g re a t  
d i s a s t e r  has  come upon us, 0 Kegava! (But) make good your word, fo r  Time i s  
hard to  overcome .3
However, the  demons did not c a p i tu la t e  th a t  e a s i ly  fo r  they  re q u e s te d  boons of 
Vi^qu; t h a t  they  should  only be s la in  where space was uncovered (anavpte  
asmdnnaka$e vadham); and th a t  they  should become sons {pu tra ) of Vi§nu. To t h i s  the  
g r e a t  God agreed, but r e f l e c t  a s  he might he could see  no spo t on heaven or e a r th  
th a t  was uncovered. Then Vi§iju beheld h i s  own uncovered lo in s  (svakavanavrtavuru  
dp ^ va ) ,  and thereupon  cu t o f f  th e  heads of the  two demons w ith  h is  d isc u s ,A So, 
with a p iece  of v e rb a l  h a i r - s p l i t t i n g  worthy of Indra, Visnu f in a l ly  achieved th e i r  
d e s tru c t io n .
In th e  Qantiparvan  v e rs io n  o f  t h i s  myth, we have a lready  seen  how Vi$pu 
in te n t io n a l ly  c r e a te s  th e s e  two demons, from the  q u a l i t i e s  of darkness  and 
ignorance, in s id e  th e  prim eval lo tu s  in which Brahma had taken  b i r th .  Now, t ru e  to
1 ) Avaip varaya  deva tvaip varadau  svah s u ro t tam a /
D ata rau  svo varaifi tubhyaip ta d b ra v ih y a v ic a ra y a n / /  ib id .. 194.20.
2) Pratigphije  varaiji v l r a v lp s i t a g c a  varo  mama/
Yuvaqi h i  viryasarppannau na v am as t i  samah puman// 
Vadhyatvamupagacchetaiii mama sa tyaparak ram au /
Etadlcchamyahani kamain praptuip lo k ah i tay a  v a i / /  ib id .. 194.21-22,
3) Anptaip noktapurvarp nau s v a ire ? v a p i  kpto a n y a th a /
Satye dharme ca n i r a t a u  viddhyavaqi p u ru ?o t tam a //
Bale rupe ca v i ry e  ca game ca na samo a s t i  nau /
Dharme t a p a s l  dane ca g l la sa ttvadam egu  c a / /
Upaplavo m ahanasm anupavarta ta  kegava/
Uktaiji p ra t ik u ru ? v a  tvarp k a lo  h i  d u ra t ik ra m a h / /  ibid.. 194,23-25.
4) Ibid.. 194.11-30.
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t h e i r  n a tu re s ,  when th e  two demons saw Brahma busy c re a t in g  th e  four  Ifedas, they  
se ized  them and plunged in to  th e  prim eval waters . The worlds became covered with 
darkness. For th e  r e tu r n  of the  Vedas, and th e  s a lv a t io n  of c re a t io n ,  Vi?nu took on 
a form having a sp lend id  ho rse -head  (kptva  hayagirafi gubhramy, and e n te red  the  
in fe r n a l  r e g io n s  where he performed the  h ig h es t  yoga (yogarp paramawasthitaby  and 
u t te r e d  f o r th  th e  sound AUN. Hearing th a t  sound the  two demons threw  down the  
Vedas and rushed  towards where th e  sound came from. As they  did so the  h o rse ­
headed Vi?pu took up the  Vedas, and r e tu rn e d  them to  Brahma. Then he resumed h is  
own n a tu re  r e c l in in g  in yogic s le e p  on the  g r e a t  snake a d r i f t  on the  primeval 
w aters .  Now, when the  two demons found the  Vedas gone a f t e r  they had f a i le d  to  f ind  
the  source  of the  sound, they  re tu rn e d  to  the  primeval lo tu s  from which they  had 
been born. Seeing th e  body of the  r e c l in in g  Vi?ou th o se  forem ost of demons 
(danavendrau) roared  out g r e a t  la u g h te r  (mahah&samamuncat a/p). Thereupon Visnu 
awoke, and r e a l i s in g  th a t  th o se  two asuras  in tended to  do b a t t l e  with him 
<yuddharthinau tu vijnaya), Narayapa slew them both fo r  th e  advantage  of Brahma 
(.brahmanopacitlmy.1 In t h i s  myth, then, Vi?$u must re sc u e  h i s  c re a t io n  from the  
demonic fo rc e s  o f  ignorance and darkness  which he h im se lf  has  l e t  loose; though in 
t h i s  in s ta n c e  th e  demons behave more as demons a re  expected  to  behave, and Vi$ou 
behaves more as we expect a god to  behave.
While Madhu and Kait^abha d isappea r  from the  scene quickly, in ano ther  myth they 
leave  a dangerous legacy to  th e  s t a b i l i t y  of the  t r ip le - w o r ld  in th e  form of t h e i r  
lu s t r o u s  and g lo r io u s  son Cm ahatejas  ... mahadyutiby c a l le d  Dhundhu. To revenge 
h im se lf  on th e  gods, Dhundhu, l ik e  so many demons, took to  th e  path  of iapas, 
perform ing g r e a t  a u s t e r i t i e s  Csa tapo a tapya ta  mahan), Thus he s tood  on one foot 
only, and became so em acia ted  th a t  he was held to g e th e r  by ve ins  alone Ckrgo 
dhamanisaiptatafry. This p leased  (p r f to )  Brahma who appeared and p ro ffe re d  a boon. 
Dhundhu chose th a t  he be in v io lab le  (.avadhycd) to  gods, danavas , yak$as, snakes,
1) (Jantiparvan, 335.24-64.
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gandharvas  and rakfasas ,  To t h i s  Brahma agreed, presumably because  no mention was
made of m orta ls ,  and thus  i t  did not c o n s t i tu t e  the  normal demonic demand for
im m ortality , Having ob ta ined  t h i s  boon, the  mighty and va lo ro u s  (m ahavlrya-
parakramah> Dhundhu r e c a l le d  th e  k i l l in g  of h is  p a re n ts  and rushed  a t  <upadravat)
Vlgpu. Then ' i n to l e r a n t ly  Dhundhu d e fe a te d  gods and gandharvast (and) rep e a te d ly
c h a s t i se d  the  gods and Vignu s e v e re ly , '1
With th e  gods, inc lud ing  Vigpu, conquered, Dhundhu r e p a i re d  to  th e  d e s e r t  near
the  herm itage  o f  Uttahka, and th e r e  he hid h im se lf  under th e  sands. And ' f o r  the
d e s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  worlds, he r e s o r te d  to  the  power of h is  a u s t e r i t i e s ,  (and) lay
th e re  in th e  v ic in i ty  o f  U ttanka 's  agramat b rea th ing  flam es of  f i r e .1:2
While Dhundhu was in te n t  on th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  the  sage
Uttanka perform ed very  d i f f i c u l t  tapas (tapo atapyatsudugcaram ) fo r  many y e a rs  to
p r o p i t i a t e  Vigou. Pleased (pritafr) Vi gnu appeared, and on se e in g  th e  g r e a t  God,
Uttanka s a t i s f i e d  him with a s s o r t e d  p r a i s e s  <.tu$$ava vivldhaih stavaifr). Even more
pleased, Vignu bade him choose a boon. Uttanka (loyal devo tee  t h a t  he was) chose
th a t  h i s  mind should  always be on dharma, t r u th  and s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  and t h a t  he should
always be devoted to  Vigpu ( bhaktya tv a y l  nltyarp).
Vigpu agreed, but he a lso  took th e  o p po r tun ity  to  r e c r u i t  t h i s  loyal  devo tee  to
help  do what th e  gods could not do: r id  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  o f  the  t h r e a t  Dhundhu
c o n s t i tu te d  to  i t s  o rdered ex is tence .  To the  seer ,  Vigpu pronounced:
A yoga  s h a l l  become m an ifes t  ( to  you), yoked w ith  which you s h a l l  perform a 
g re a t  deed fo r  th e  gods and th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  A g r e a t  asura  named Dhundhu is
perform ing t e r r i f y in g  a u s t e r i t i e s  in o rder  to  e x t i r p a t e  th e  worlds, and you
s h a l l  k i l l  him .'3
Vi gnu exp la ined  t h a t  th e r e  would be a king ca lled  Bphadagva who would have a son
1) Sa tu  deva n sa g a n d h a rv a n j i tv a  dhundhuramar ganat)/
Babadha sarvanasakrddevanvignuip  ca va l  bhpqam// Aranyakaparvan, 195.6.
2 ) Qete lokav inagaya  ta p o b a la sa m ag r i ta h /
Uttankasyagraraabhyage n ih g v asan p av ak a rc ig ah //  ibid.. 195.9.
3) P r a t ib h a s y a t i  yogagca yena yukto divaukasam/
Trayanamapi lokanaip mahatkaryaip k a r i g y a s i / /  ib id .. 192.25-26.. 
U tsadanarthaqi lokanaip dhundhurnama mahasuralj/
T apasya ti  tapo  ghoraip qrnu yastarp h a n ig y a t i / /  ib id .. 192.25-26.
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ca lled  Kuvalatjva; and a t  the  command of Uttanka t h i s  p r ince  would s lay  the  demon by 
having rec o u rse  to  V i?nu 's yoga  power (yogabalamasthaya mamakam).1
And so, in due time, watched by a l l  th e  assembled gods, King Kuvala<;va rode out 
with h is  s o ld ie rs ,  h is  tw en ty-one  thousand sons, and the  g r e a t  Uttanka to  where 
Dhundhu lay perform ing  h i s  gruesome a u s t e r i t i e s  to  d e s t ro y  the  gods and th e  t r i p l e ­
world. And as th e  king rode ou t,  ' then  th e  b lessed  Lord Vi?pu e n te red  him with h is  
f ie ry  energy, upon th e  command of Uttanka, out of h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  the  w e lfa re  of the  
w o r l d s , F u l l  of th e  f ie r y  energy of Narayapa, Kuvalagva had t h a t  sea  o f  sand dug 
in to  fo r  seven days u n t i l  they found the  t e r r i b l e  body (ghorarp vapus) o f  the  
s leep ing  Dhundhu th a t  b lazed with a f ie ry  energy l ik e  t h a t  of the  sun (dlpyamanaip 
ya th a  s u r y a s te ja s a ).
King Kuvalaqva and a l l  h i s  sons a t ta ck e d  th e  s le e p in g  asura  but th e  mighty 
demon ro se  an g r i ly  and devoured a l l  t h e i r  weapons, and vomiting f i r e  l ike  the  f i r e  
o f  u n iv e r s a l  d i s s o lu t io n  <vamanpavakaip ... saipvartakasamaip) he bu rn t  w ith  h is  f ie ry  
energy th e  sons o f  the  king. However, much w ater then  flowed from the  body of King 
Kuval§9va which drank up <a p iya ta ) the  f ie ry  energy of  th e  demon. Then th e  king 
burned down (dadaha) th e  c ru e l  and mighty <kruraparakramam} da ltya  w ith  h i s  Brahma 
weapon.3
In th e se  myths Vi?pu p rede te rm ines  th a t  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of a demonic th r e a t  
must take  p lace  fo r  the  w e lfa re  o f  the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  and then  pe rso n a l ly  a c t s  to  
bring  t h i s  about th rough  a m ix tu re  o f  cunning, deception  and o u t r ig h t  force. Vi§pu 
d i r e c t s  th e  course  of e v e n ts  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  tow ards a d e s i re d  end -  the  
p re s e rv a t io n  of o rder  and dharma -  but h is  methods a re  those  of m anipula tion  r a th e r  
than p rede term in ing  each event th rough h i s  s u p e rn a tu ra l  powers. In o th e r  myths, too, 
Vi$pu a c t s  in a s im i la r  fash ion  to  p ro te c t  the  p o s i t io n  of Ind ra  and the  gods
1) Ibid.. 192.9-28.
2) T am av iga tta to  v isp u rb h a g a v a n s te ja s a  prabhut)/
U ttankasya niyogena lokanam h i tak am y ay a //  ibid.. 195.12.
3) See ibid.. 195.1-28.
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a g a in s t  a demonic t h r e a t , 1 For, as  he exp la in s  to  the  gods, when they approach him 
th rough f e a r  o f  Vptra: *0f n e c e s s i ty ,  I must do what I s  fo r  your h ig h e s t  w e l fa re .12 
Vi?ipu, l ik e  Brahma be fo re  him, u l t im a te ly  a c t s  as  th e  gods ' keeper. However, In a l l  
t h i s  Vi^nu I s  p o r tray ed  in m ythologica l form as  an anthropom orphic d e i ty  of 
adm itted ly  su p e r io r  might, r a t h e r  than  in more ph i lo so p h ica l  g u is e  as  th e  sou l or 
ground of th e  u n iv e rse  which i s  th e  u l t im a te  cause of a l l  even ts .
Indeed, th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  accounts  fo r  t h i s  in term s o f  th e  theo ry  of the  four
forms, caturmurtidhara. As Kp?na (Vi§pu in ca rn a te )  ex p la in s  i t  to  Arjuna:
Ever engaged in th e  p r o f i t  and p ro te c t io n  of th e  worlds I have fou r  forms. 
Dividing m yself here, I  m ain ta in  th e  w e lfa re  of th e  worlds. One of my forms, 
remaining on e a r th ,  perform s a s c e t ic  a u s t e r i t i e s  Ctapa&y. Another obse rves  the  
world (as i t  i s )  engaged in good and ev il .  Another (form) dw ells  in th e  world 
of men perform ing a c ts .  But (my) o th e r  fo u r th  form s le e p s  a s le e p  o f  a 
thousand y e a r s .3
All t h i s  i s  even t r u e r  o f  the  most im portan t means by which Visou in te rv e n e s  in 
th e  p ro ce s se s  o f  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  -  the  a v a ia r a  form. 4 There i s  no d e ta i le d  or 
sy s te m a t ic  account o f  th e  a v a ta ra s  in  th e  Mahabharata, and in any case  th e  theo ry  
was not to  achieve f u l l  development u n t i l  th e  p os t-E p ic  p e r io d .3 However, va rious  
ava ta ra s  a re  mentioned in pass ing  in the  course  of th e  Mahabharata, A b r i e f  account 
o f  th e  a va ta ra s , fo r  in s tance ,  i s  g iven in th e  Arapyakaparvan when the  gods, 
appealing  to  Vi$iju fo r  re sc u e  from th e  Kaleya demons, p r a i s e  him fo r  p a s t  f e a ts :  h is  
re sc u e  of th e  E ar th  from the  ocean by assuming th e  g u ise  o f  a boar; h is  d e s t ru c t io n
1) See th e  myth o f  th e  churning of th e  ocean, Adiparvan, 15.10-17.30. For a re c e n t  
a n a ly s is ,  se e  J.B. Long, 'L ife  Out o f  Death: A S t r u c t u r a l  A nalysis  o f  th e  Myth of 
th e  "Churning o f  th e  Ocean o f  Milk," ' in B.L. Smith (ed,)t Hinduism: New Essays in 
the  H isto ry  of Religions, pp. 171-207. Also see  the  myth of th e  s lay ing  of Vptra, 
Udyogaparvan, 9 .40-10.43, 13.10-13.
2) Avagyaip karaoiyarp me bhavataip h itamuttam am/ Udyogaparvan, 10.10.
3) Caturmurtirahaip gagvalloka trS partham udya tab /
Atmanaip p ravibhajyeha lokanaip h i tam adadhe //
Eka m urtis tapagcarya ip  k u ru te  me bhuvi s t h l t a /
Apara p ag y a ti  jagatkurvaiiaip s a d h v a sa d h u n i / /
Apara k u ru te  karma manu?aip lo k am a g r i ta /
Qete c a t u r t h l  tv ap a rS  nidrSrp v a r? a s a h a s r ik a m //  Drooaparvan, 28.23-25.
4) For th e  purpose  of th e  a v a ta ra ,  se e  Araipyakaparvan, 187.26-28, Dropaparvan, 
156.28-29, and p. 121 above.
5) See Hopkins, Epic Mythology, pp.209-10, and R.M. Huntington, 'A va ta ras  and Yugas: 
An Essay in Purai>ic Cosmology', Purana. vol. v i (1964), pp.7 -39.
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of the  pow erfu l da ltya  Hiraoyaka^ipu by assuming the  form of  a man-lion; and h is  
e je c t io n  o f  the  g re a t  asura  Bali from th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  by assuming the  form of a 
dw arf . 1
However, the  only a v a t a r a s  th a t  a re  d e a l t  with in more than  p ass ing  fashion a re  
Vi gnu's in c a rn a t io n s  as  Rama, the  Boar and Kf?na. In the  f i r s t ,  as  we have seen,
VI gnu appears  as  a mighty m orta l  hero who is  moved t h i s  way and t h a t  by the  hand 
of Brahma, I t  i s  Brahma who a c t s  as  th e  agent of des tin y ,  no t Vi gnu. In th e  second, 
Vignu assum es the  g u ise  of a boar, but t h i s  is  no o rd ina ry  e a r th ly  boar fo r  i t  
seems to  r e t a in  a l l  th e  might and sp lendour of the  s u p e rn a tu ra l  Vignu himself. 
Drawing upon t h i s  s u p e rn a tu ra l  might, the  Boar wreaks s la u g h te r  amongst the  t e r r i b l e  
demons who had vanquished th e  gods, and caused the  Earth  to  s ink  under th e  burden 
of t h e i r  numbers.s  In t h i s  in s ta n c e  Vignu resc u e s  the  E ar th  and r e s t o r e s  dharma not 
so much by m anipula ting  th e  flow of  even ts ,  as  by d i r e c t l y  bending them with  the  
fo rce  of h i s  s u p e rn a tu ra l  might.
The most im portan t and complicated a v a ta r a  form in the  Mahabharata i s  of 
course  th a t  of Kp§ha, and th i s  we must now consider; fo r  from the  poin t of view of 
f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l  t h e r e  a re  obvious d i f f i c u l t i e s  in having God in ca rn a te  p laying an 
a c t iv e  p a r t  in an h e ro ic  drama, l e t  alone c a re e r in g  around on th e  b a t t l e - f i e l d .
In th e  mythology in which Brahma i s  the  supreme God, we have a lready  seen how 
the  c e n t r a l  drama o f  the  Mahabharata and Vi gnu's In ca rn a tio n  of  Kp?na i s  s e t  w ith in  
the  cosmic framework of th e  e t e r n a l  c o n f l ic t  between gods and demons. In the  
Vaignavite  mythology a s im ila r  cosmic s e t t in g  i s  to  be found, but with Vigpu the  
in d isp u ta b le  supreme God. Thus in th e  Bhi$maparvan, Bhlgma r e l a t e d  how once, in days 
of old, Kpgna-Vasudeva appeared b e fo re  Brahma and the  assem bled gods. Thereupon 
Brahma eu lo g ised  Vasudeva as  th e  lord , the  o r ig in  and th e  p ro te c to r  of th e  universe, 
who was both th e  m an ifes t  and the  unm anifest. I t  was th rough  h is  g race  
(.tvatprasadajam') t h a t  Brahma had c re a te d  every th ing  on e a r th ,  and indeed Brahma
1) Arapyakaparvan, 100.19-22. Also Adiparvan, 19.12, and Araoyakaparvan, 299.13.
2) ^ an tipa rvan , 202,1-32,
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him self  had been c re a te d  by Kp Spa-Vasudeva .1 To th i s  p r a i s e  Vi$riu re p l ie d  th a t  he 
knew what Brahma d e s ire d  th rough h is  yoga  powers, and then  he d isappeared . The 
gods, s e e r s  and gandharvas , f i l l e d  with wonder, asked to  hea r  about who t h i s  g re a t  
one was th a t  Brahma had so fulsom ely p ra ised . Brahma exp la ined  th a t  he had asked 
the  Lord of th e  Universe (.jagatpatihy  to  take  b i r th  in th e  world of men to  s la u g h te r  
the  a s u ra s  who had been born th e re .  And so, to g e th e r  th e  two s e e r s  Nara and 
Narayapa would be born amongst men; but the  deluded would not recogn ise  them as 
such (mutfhastvetau na Jananti), Perhaps to  save the  c e l e s t i a l s  from being amongst 
the  deluded, Brahma warned th a t  th e  gods and asuras  should  never look down upon 
(avajheyo) Vasudeva because he had taken form as a man. Anyone who should  d is re g a rd  
Vasudeva fo r  having th e  form o f  a man, was a f f l i c t e d  by the  q u a l i ty  o f  darkness 
( t  amasaip). Gods and men should o f f e r  obe issance  to  Vasudeva. Presumably, though, 
m orta ls  were not to  be openly favoured with t h i s  in s id e  information.'2"
However, b es id es  th e  supremacy of Vlippu, a s ig n i f ic a n t  new emphasis appears  in
the  V a i?nav ite  s e t t i n g s  fo r  the  Mahabharata. For in s tance ,  in th e  Sabhaparvan i t  i s
descr ibed  how the  p e r i p a t e t i c  s e e r  Narada surveyed the  m u lt i tu d e s  o f  brahmins and
k $ a tr iy a s  assembled fo r  Y u d h i? th i ra 's  grand Royal Consecration:
Then, 0 lord  of  men, the  herm it Narada f e l l  to  th ink ing  a s  he beheld  ( th is )  
assembly of a l l  th e  k $ a tr iy a s . And he rec a l le d ,  0 Bull of the  B hara tas , the  
anc ien t t a l e  which occurred  in  the  abode of Brahma a t  th e  time of th e  descent 
of the  (d ivine) p o r tions .  0 Joy of the  Kurus, knowing ( th a t  t h i s  assembly was) 
an assembly of th e  gods, Narada re c a l le d  in h i s  mind th e  lo tu s -e y e d  Hari. The 
wise Lord Narayapa, d e s t ro y e r  of th e  enemies of th e  gods (and) conqueror of 
enemy c i t i e s ,  had been born in bodily form in the  k p a tr iy a  c la s s  to  keep h is  
promise. This c r e a to r  of  be ings  h im se lf  had form erly  dec la red  to  th e  gods:
'You w i l l  a t t a i n  your worlds aga in  ( a f t e r )  having s l a i n  one ano the r . '  Having 
commanded a l l  th e  gods so, th e  benevolent Narayapa, the  b lessed  lord  of the  
world, was born (on e a r th )  in th e  house of th e  Yadus. ... (Thus) t h i s  enemy- 
c rush ing  Hari, th e  s t r e n g th  o f  whose arms Ind ra  and th e  gods a l l  revered , had 
taken on human condition. Ahot a la s !  t h i s  S e l f - E x is te n t  Great Being h im se lf  
w i l l  aga in  c a rry  o f f  th e  k $ a tr iy a  c la s s  which i s  so f u l l  o f  m ight .3
1) Bhi?maparvan, 61.38-67. 2) Ibid.. 62.1-23.
3) Atha cintaip samapede sa  m unirmanujadhipa/
Naradastaip t a d a  pagyansarvak^atrasam agam am //
Sasmara ca puravpttaifi kathaip tarp b h a ra ta r? a b h a /  
Ahqavatarape yasau  brahmapo bhavane a b h a v a t / /
Devanaip sarjigamaip taip tu  v i jn a y a  kurunandana/
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This myth seemingly r e c a l l s  th e  above vers ion  in which Brahma commands the  gods to
be born on e a r th  with p o r t io n s  o f  them selves; but Vi?pu i s  now undeniably the
supreme God, and p r in c ip a l  mover in events .  But more im portan tly ,  Vi§nu's purpose i s
not so much to  r e l i e v e  th e  e a r th  o f  the  burden of demonic k$atr iyas ,  but to  r e l ie v e
i t  of  a l l  k$atriyas ,
Elsewhere, too, t h e r e  a re  s u g g e s t io n s  of t h i s  changed purpose. Thus when
Draupadi emerged from th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i re ,  born from a p o r t io n  of th e  Goddess £ r l ,
a disembodied voice spoke <vaguvacagarir iQ i): 'Choicest o f  a l l  women, the  Dark Woman
s h a l l  lead the  k $ a tr iya  c la s s  to  d e s t ru c t io n .  In time t h i s  fair—w ais ted  woman s h a l l
e f f e c t  th e  des ign  of the  gods. Because o f  her, g r e a t  danger s h a l l  a r i s e  fo r  the
kpatriyas.''' At t h i s  a l l  th e  assembled Pancala  w a r r io rs  ro a re d  l ike  lions , though as
they  were k f a t r i y a s  them selves  i t  i s  not easy to  see  why. As well, a f t e r  Arjuna had
been d e fe a te d  in p e rso n a l  combat by £iva in the  gu ise  of a mountain man and had
been rewarded with th e  mighty Pa^upata  weapon, he i s  approached by the  World
Guardians who bestow yet more d iv ine  weapons. And Yama ex p la in s  to  Arjuna the  task
he and Kp?na w i l l  achieve fo r  th e  gods:
You a re  th e  mighty anc ien t  Nara, of depa r ted  soul. 0 Son, upon Brahma's 
command, you -  o f  g r e a t  might and prowess -  have become m ortal, born through 
Indra, The k p a tr ly a  c la s s  -  l ike  f i r e  to  the  touch -  which i s  p ro te c te d  by 
Bharadvaja  (= Dropa), th e  pow erful c/anavas who have been born men, and a lso  
th e  Nivatakavacas  a re  to  be Call) subdued (by you), 0 son of th e  Kurus. Karpa, 
who i s  a p o r t io n  o f  my fa th e r ,  th e  god who h e a ts  a l l  th e  world, t h a t  mighty 
Karpa w i l l  be s l a in  by you, 0 Dhananijaya. And th e  p o r t io n s  of gods, gandharvas  
and rak§asas  t h a t  have come to  ea r th ,  (when) s la in  in b a t t l e  by you, 0  enemy-
Naradah pup<jarlkak$aip sasm ara  manasa h a r im //
S a k ? a ts a  vibudharighnat) k § a tre  na rayapo  vibhufr/
Pratijnaiji pa layandh lm an ja tah  parapura ip jayah//
Saijididega pur a yo asau  vibudhanbhutakrtsvayam /
Anyonyamabhinighnantafr p u n a r lo k a n av a p sy a th a / /
I t i  na rayapap  9aijibhurbhagavanjagatah prabhuft/
Adilya v ib u d h an sa rv a n a ja y a ta  yaduk?aye //  Sabhaparvan, 33.11-16. 
Yasya bahubalaip sendrafr s u ra h  sa rv a  u p a s a t e /
So ayaip manu?avannama h a r i r a s t e  arimardanal}//
Aho ba ta  mahadbhutaip svayambhuryadidam svayam/
A dasya ti  punat) k?atramevaip balasam anvitam //  ibid.. 33.18-19.
1) Sa rvayo? idvara  kpepa k?ayaiji k?atraqi n i n i $ a t i / /
Surakaryamiyaiji k a le  k a r i s y a t i  sumadhyama/
Asya he toh  k^atriyanaiji  m ahadu tpatsya te  bhayam// Adiparvan, 155.44-45.
189
crusher , w i l l  each a t t a i n  th e  end gained by the  f r u i t  of t h e i r  own a c ts ,  0  
Kaunteya. ... Along with  Vi?pu, you w il l  make the  Earth  l ig h t  a ga in . 1
In th e  S tr ip a r v a p  a f t e r  th e  end o f  the  g re a t  b a t t l e ,  th e  sage  Vyasa exp la ins  to
h is  g r i e f - s t r i c k e n  son, King D hp taras tna ,  ' th e  design o f  th e  d e i t i e s '  Cdevatanam hi
yatkaryaip), Vyasa rec o u n ts  th a t  once he had seen the  Goddess Earth  in her  embodied
form come to  the  cou rt  of Indra  where a l l  th e  in h a b i ta n ts  o f  Heaven were assembled;
and th e re  she reminded them of the  promise they had made to  her in Brahma's abode.
Then Vi§pu a ssu re d  he r  th a t  the  e ld e s t  of Dhptara e tn a 's  one hundred sons,
Duryodhana, would accomplish her  purpose:
For h i s  sake, th e  kings of th e  e a r th  w il l  assem ble to g e th e r  on Kuruk^etra. 
F igh ting  w ith  hard weapons they w il l  cause each o th e r  to  be k i l led .  Thus, 0 
Goddess, your burden w il l  be removed in b a t t l e .  Go quickly  to  your own s t a t io n  
to  b e a r  th e  worlds, 0  b e a u t i f u l  woman.s
Therefore, concluded Vyasa:
0 King, t h i s  son of yours was born a p o r tion  of Kali in  the  womb of  G andharl  
fo r  th e  cause  o f  a d e s t r u c t io n  of the  worlds. He was in to le r a n t ,  unsteady,
w ra th fu l  and d i f f i c u l t  to  dea l  with. A rising  from th e  in f luence  of fa te ,  h is
b ro th e r s  were th e  same .3
In a l l  t h is ,  Vyasa explained, Duryodhana was the  mere Instrum en t  of f a t e  and Time,
which in t h i s  con tex t would seem to  be id e n t ic a l  with th e  w il l  o f  the  gods: 'Before
your very eyes, 0  king, the  o r ig in  o f  t h i s  d isa g re ea b le  (c o n f l ic t )  was c re a te d  as  a
1) Purvar $ iram it atm a tvaip naro  nama mahabalah/
N iyogadbrahm anastata  martyatairi samupagatat}/
Tvaip vasavasamudbhuto m ahavlryaparakram ali//
K?atraip cagnisamaspargaip bharadva jena  ra k s i ta m /
Danavagca m ahav lrya  ye m anusyatvam agatal)/
N ivatakavacagcaiva  saipsadhyalj kurunandana//
Piturmamahgo devasya s a rv a lo k a p ra ta p in a h /
Karpa!) sa  sum ahav lryas tvaya  vadhyo dhanaipjaya//
Ahgagca k ^ i t i sa i j ip ra p ta  devagandharvarak$asam /
Tvaya n i p a t i t a  yuddhe sv akarm apha lan ir j i tam /
Gatirp p r a p s y a n t i  kaunteya ya thasvam ar ika rgana / /
Laghvi vasum ati  ca p !  k a r ta v y a  vi$puna s a h a / /  Arapyakaparvan, 42,18-22.
2) T a sy a r th e  p r th i v ip a l a b  k u ru k ^ e t re  sa m a g a ta iy  
Anyonyaiji g h a ta y i? y a n t i  dpdhaifci gastra i!)  p ra h a r ip a l) / /
T a ta s te  b h a v i ta  devi bharasya  yudhi naganam/
Gaccha glghraiji svakaip sthanaip lokandharaya  gobhane//  S trxparvan, 8 .25-26.
3) Sa e?a  t e  s u to  r a j a n l lo k a sa ip h a ra k a ra p a t /
Kalerangab samutpanno gandhSrya  ja th a re  nppa //
Amar?I capa lagcap i  krodhano dupprasadhanati/
Daivayogatsam utpanna b h ra ta ra g c a sy a  tadpga!) / /  ib id .. 8 .27-28.
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consequence o f  Time (which) made your son the  cause, The d e s t ru c t io n  o f  the  Kurus,
0  king, in ev i ta b ly  had to  be. ... The course  produced by f a t e  cannot be (averted)  by 
any be ing . '1
Vi$pu, then, descends to  e a r th  as  Kp?pa e i t h e r  as an agen t  o f  Brahma to  r e l ie v e  
the  e a r th  o f  i t s  burden of demonic k?atriyas ,  o r  in h is  own r ig h t  to  r e l i e v e  the  
e a r th  of i t s  burden o f  a l l  k$atriyas .  From our poin t o f  view th e  ques tion  th a t  
m a t te r s  i s  whether Kp?pa ach ieves  h is  purpose by d i r e c t l y  c o n tro l l in g  ev e n ts  and 
a c to r s  th rough  the  e x e rc ise  of h i s  s u p e rn a tu ra l  powers, or by In fluencing  even ts  and 
a c to r s  th rough  m anipula tion  and scheming. I f  th e  former, then  th e  course  of ev en ts  
i s  p redeterm ined  by God in th e  s t r i c t  sense  of  th e  word, and men a re  reduced to  
c o n tro l led  puppets. I f  th e  l a t t e r ,  then th e  course  of ev en ts  rem ains beyond God's 
overpowering con tro l ,  and men r e t a i n  some degree  of freedom.
Obviously Krona's exac t  s t a t u s  a s  an ava ta ra  i s  r e le v a n t  to  t h i s  problem. 
However, th e  Mahabharata i s  not p e r f e c t ly  c o n s is te n t  on th i s .  In some p a r ts ,  th e  
assum ption seems to  be th a t  Kp?na i s  a God whose form i s  m orta l  (Kp?pa is  even 
s la in  a t  th e  end15) but whose powers a re  divine, though they  a re  to  be r e s t r a in e d  fo r  
th e  d u ra t io n  of h i s  a v a ia ra .  At t im es the  bonds of r e s t r a i n t  become very  s t r e tc h e d  
and occas iona l ly  broken. For in s tance ,  when Kpspa and h i s  people a r r iv e  in th e  f o re s t  
to  v i s i t  th e  j u s t  ex i le d  Papdavas, Kp?pa was enraged a t  the  t re a tm e n t  they  had 
received , and pronounced dea th  upon Duryodhana and h i s  cohorts .  Arjuna then  appeased 
Kp?pa by r e c i t i n g  th e  g r e a t  f e a t s  of h i s  p rev ious  l iv es ,  fo r  in h is  anger he seemed 
d e s iro u s  of burning down c re a tu r e s  (didhak$antamiva p r a j a#).3 And during  h i s  mission 
o f  peace to  the  Kaurava court  be fo re  th e  b a t t l e ,  Kp?pa le a rn s  of Duryodhana's p lo t
1) Pratyak^aiji tava  r a j e n d ra  v a ira s y a s y a  samudbhavah/
Putraip t e  karapaip kptva kalayogena k a r i t a h / /  (15)
Ava9yain bhav itavye  ca kurunaiji va iqase  nppa/ (16)
Na ca daivakpto  margafo ^akyo bhutena k e n a c i t /  (18) ib id ., 8 .15-16  & 18,
As well, a f t e r  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of  th e  Vp?pls, Vyasa t e l l s  Arjuna th a t  Kp$na, 
having removed the  burden o f  th e  e a r th  (.kptva bharavatarapam ppthivyah)  had 
re tu rn e d  to  h i s  own h ig h es t  abode. And by the  Papqlavas, too, the  g r e a t  ta sk  of 
the  gods (mahatkarma devanaip') had been accomplished. See Mausalaparvan, 9.29-33.
2) Mausalaparvan, 5 .18-22, 3) Arapyakaparvan, 13.7-36.
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to  take  him cap tive . To dem ons tra te  the  f u t i l i t y  of Duryodhana's e v i l  in te n t io n ,  a 
laughing Kp$pa r e v e a ls  to  th e  c o u rt  h is  re a l ,  divine, and wondrous form. From the 
va r io u s  p a r t s  of h i s  body appeared a l l  th e  gods, Brahma and Rudra, as  w ell  as  the  
Panglava b ro th e r s  and th e  Andhakas and Vp?pis with t h e i r  t e r r i b l e  weapons. There 
a lso  appeared many weapons in Kp?pa's m u lt ip le  arms, and d re a d fu l  flam es came from 
h is  eyes, nose and e a r s . 1 However, though the  assembled cou rt  c losed t h e i r  eyes in 
awe, Kp$pa u l t im a te ly  s t i l l  only used h is  powers of p e rsu a s io n  upon them in h is  
e f f o r t s  to  ga in  peace.
As well, in the  course  of th e  b a t t l e ,  an enraged Kp?na i s  only bare ly  r e s t r a in e d  
by Arjuna from in te rv en in g  to  s la u g h te r  Bhl^ma, who had been decim ating th e  Pandava 
forces , while Arjuna sh irked  b a t t l e  w ith  h i s  g r a n d fa th e r ,2 Even then, Kpsna s t i l l  
a ssu red  a despondent Yudhi?*thira th a t  th rough th e i r  f r ie n d sh ip  he would i f  
necessa ry  f ig h t  Bhi?ma h im self , a lthough  t h i s  was a t a s k  Arjuna should f u l f i l l .3 
Elsewhere, too, Kp^pa in d ic a te s  h is  p reparedness  to  s la y  Karna and Duryodhana fo r  
A rjuna's  sake, a f t e r  Arjuna had r a s h ly  jeopard ised  h is  l i f e  -  and the  d iv ine  p lan  -  
by sw earing to  s la y  King Jayad ra tha  be fo re  the  next day was done, or e n te r  a 
burning f i r e .A I t  was th e  ac t io n  of King Jayadra tha  t h a t  had allowed the  d e s t ru c t io n  
of Arjuna's  son Abhimanyu, However, Arjuna achieved th e  fea t ,  a l though  only with 
Kp?na's co n s tan t  guidance. In t h i s  example, Yudhi?"thira a lso  looked upon Kp?pa as 
God a l l -m ig h ty  who was merely r e s t r a i n in g  him self. When Yudhi§^hira fea red  th a t  
Arjuna and Kp$pa were in t ro u b le  in t h e i r  e f f o r t s  to  s la y  King Jayadra tha , he 
despatched S a ty ak i  to  t h e i r  aid, though a t  g r e a t  danger to  h im self ,  fo r  Dropa was 
in te n t  on h is  cap tu re .  Y udh i? th ira  expla ined  th a t  i t  was Arjuna he feared  for. Kp?pa, 
the  ’P ro te c to r '  and 'Lord of th e  Universe', could conquer in b a t t l e  the  t r ip le -w o r ld  
u n ited  a g a in s t  him.s  In th e  Karpaparvan, as Arjuna and Karpa f in a l ly  p a ir  o f f  fo r  







Arjuna t h a t  Karima would never s lay  him, but added i f  so he would s lay  both Karna 
and tja lya . 1
In two in s tan ces ,  a t  l e a s t ,  Kr?na does in te rvene  with h is  d iv ine  powers to  
p rese rv e  the  Paodava cause, Kp?na u se s  h is  d iv ine  powers to  save  Arjuna from a 
g re a t  snake-mouthed arrow (sarpamukham> which Karna had e s p e c ia l ly  guarded fo r  h is  
d e s t ru c t io n .  A f te r  Karima r e le a s e d  t h i s  arrow which he had aimed a t  Arjuna's  neck, 
Kp?na p ressed  the  ch a r io t  down with  h is  foot so th a t  i t  sunk in to  the  ground 
s u f f i c i e n t l y  fo r  th e  m is s i le  to  s t r i k e  A rjuna's  crown and not d e c a p i ta te  him.^ As 
well, a f t e r  th e  end of the  g r e a t  b a t t l e ,  marked by the  d e s t r u c t io n  of Duryodhana, 
the  Papdavas r e tu r n  to  t h e i r  camp. Kp?pa then  i n s t r u c t s  Arjuna to  take  up h is  g r e a t  
Gapdiva bow and h i s  in e x h a u s t ib le  qu ivers , and to  a l ig h t  b e fo re  him. And once Kp$na 
a l ig h te d  from th e  mighty c ha r io t ,  i t  was consumed by f i r e .  To th e  awed Papdavas, 
Kp?pa exp la ined  th a t  A rjuna's  c e l e s t i a l  ch a r io t  had a lre a d y  been burned down by the  
va rious  d iv ine  weapons w ith  which i t  had been s truck . I t  was only because Kp?na had 
s tood  upon i t  in b a t t l e  th a t  i t  had not broken ap a r t  (m adadhl? th ita tva tsam are na 
vigirnah),"'
However, the  more normal view in the  Mahabharata would seem to  be th a t  Kp?na 
is  a God whose form and powers a re  m orta l fo r  th e  d u ra t io n  o f  h is  inca rnation .
Kp?pa h im se lf  exp la in s  t h i s  to  th e  s e e r  Uttanka as  he r e tu r n s  home a f t e r  the  long 
delayed death  of Bhl^ma.-* Now Uttanka had appa ren tly  been so absorbed in h i s
1) Karnaparvan, 63.75-77.
2) The e d i to r  of th e  C r i t i c a l  E d ition  o f  the  Karnaparvan w r i te s  t h a t  he only 
included th e s e  gloka r e lu c ta n t ly  fo r  th e i r  su bs tance  appears  in  a l l  the  d i f f e r e n t  
ve rs ions .  He f e e l s  th a t  they  were in troduced  a t  a conside rab ly  l a t e r  s ta g e  to  
g lo r i fy  th e  d iv ine  powers o f  Kp?na a t  a time when th e  Kp?i?a c u l t  in f luenced  the 
r e d a c to r s  o f  th e  Epic. He n o te s  th a t  they  a re  in th e  anugfubh metre in th e  midst 
o f  a b a llad  in  th e  tp§iubh  m etre. I f  they  a re  om itted  t h e r e  i s  no break in the 
n a rra t io n .  And r a t i o n a l ly  th e re  i s  no need fo r  them fo r  (Jalya had a lready  warned 
Kariia t h a t  he had not aimed the  arrow c o rre c t ly ,  P.L. Vaidya (ed. >, The 
Karnaparvan. p.695.
3) Qalyaparvan, 61.8-19.
4) These c h a p te rs ,  as  th e  e d i to r  o f  the  parvan r ig h t ly  no tes , have l i t t l e  l i t e r a r y  
merit:  'The whole ep isode  t h a t  fo llow s appears  to  be i r r e le v a n t  and absurd . ' CR.D. 
Karmarkar ed., The Aqvamedhikaparvan. p.468) N ever the less , i t  does con ta in  one of 
the  few d i r e c t  a t te m p ts  in th e  Epic to  dea l  with th e  problem of th e  n a tu re  of 
the  Kr?i)a avatara.
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a u s t e r i t i e s  t h a t  he was not aware o f  th e  t e r r i b l e  b a t t l e ,  Seeing Kp$pa, Uttanka 
asked i f  he had yet b rought about a r e c o n c i l i a t io n  between th e  Papdavas and
Kauravas. Kp?pa exp la in s  th a t  he had done h i s  b e s t  to  achieve  peace, but a l l  had
been des troyed , and added: 'With in te l l ig e n c e  or  power, i t  i s  not p o ss ib le  to 
t r a n s g re s s  what i s  o rda ined . ' 1 Uttanka suddenly burns with  anger  and th re a te n s  to  
cu rse  Kr?na fo r  he had not fo rc ib ly  (prasabhaip) brought peace to  the  w arring  
p a r t ie s .
Kp?pa then  rec o u n ts  h is  g r e a tn e s s  as the  supreme God; but a ls o  exp la in s  h is
l im i ta t io n s  as God inca rna te :
As th e  ages  come and go, e n te r in g  in to  va rious  wombs, I  have to  dam the  dike 
of dharma th rough  my d e s i r e  fo r  the  good of c re a tu re s .  When, 0 son of Bhpgu,
T l iv e  in th e  o rder  o f  th e  gods, then -  have no doubt -  I ac t  in every  way as 
a god. When, 0 son o f  Bhpgu, I l iv e  in th e  o rder  of th e  gandharvas, then, 0 
Bhargava, I  perform  a c t io n s  in every way as  a gandharva. And a lso  when I l iv e  
in the  o rd e r  o f  nagas , then  Cl a c t )  as  a naga\ and (when I l iv e )  in th e  order  
o f  yak$as  and rak$asas,  I  a c t  accordingly . Living now in th e  o rder  of men, I
implored them p i t ia b ly .  (But) deluded, they  heeded not my s a lu t a r y  words .2
Kpspa's e xp lana tion  t h a t  as  God in c a rn a te  in th e  world of men, he i s  l im ited  to  the
means and methods a v a i la b le  to  men i s  s u b s ta n t i a l l y  borne out in the  Mahabharata.
D espite  Kp?pa's l a t e r  image as  the  p la y fu l  child, and th e  fu n - lo v in g  and amorous
you th ,3 in th e  g r e a t  Epic h is  means and methods a re  those  ty p i f ie d  in K aufilya 's
Artha$astra. In th e  Mahabharata Kp?pa f re e ly  mixes power with r u th l e s s  ca lc u la t io n ,
dece i t ,  w i l ln e s s  and cunning, to  manoeuvre the  course  o f  ev en ts  tow ards th e  end he
d e s i r e s .14
1) Na d i$ fam abhyatik ran tum  $akyarp buddhya balena v a /  Agvamedhikaparvan, 52.16.
2) Dharmasya seturn badhnami c a l i t e  c a l i t e  yuge/
Tasya  yonlh pravi^ySharp prajanaip  h i takam yaya //
Yada tvahaip devayonau v a r ta m i bhpgunandana/
Tadahaip devavatsarvam acaram i na saip^ayalj//
Yada gandharvayonau tu  v a r ta m i bhpgunandana/
Tada g a n d h a rv a v a c c e ^ a h  sa rv a ^ c e^ fa m l b h a rg a v a / /
Nagayonau yada ca lva  t a d a  v a r ta m i  n a g a v a t /
Yak^arak^asayoni^ca yathavadvicaram yaham //
Manu?ye vartam ane  tu  kppapaip y § c i t a  maya/
Na ca t e  jatasarpmoha vaco gphpan ti  me h i ta m / /  ibid., 53.15-19.
3) See D. Kinsley, The Divine P layer CA Study of Krsna L i la )  pp.56-121; and N. Hein, 
'A Revolution in  Kpgpaism: The Cult o f  Gopala', H is to ry  o f  Religions, vo l.25 
(1986), pp,297-317.
4) According to  R.C. Zaehner ' th e  God Kp?pa r e p r e s e n t s  th e  old o rder  in which the
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Many examples could be c i te d  to  I l l u s t r a t e  Kp?oa's method of opera tion , fo r  he 
is  in v ar iab ly  always n e a r  the  c e n t r e  of th e  unfo ld ing  drama; even h i s  absences -  e.g. 
from th e  gaming -  a re  c ru c ia l .  We sh a l l ,  however, l im it  o u r se lv e s  to  th r e e  f a i r ly  
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  in s tances .
The f i r s t  example occurs  a f t e r  the  s u c c e s s fu l  completion o f  th e  P a i^ a v a 's  ex ile .  
Urged on by h i s  b ro th e r s ,  and DraupadI and Kr?i)a, Y udhi$ th ira  asks fo r  the  r e tu r n  of 
h is  kingdom. However, fe a r in g  war with a l l  i t s  f r i g h t f u l  consequences, Y udhi? th ira  
in d ic a te s  t h a t  he w i l l  accept only f iv e  v i l l a g e s  (one fo r  h im se lf  and one fo r  each 
b ro th e r )  f o r  h i s  kingdom. Duryodhana, though, w i l l  not even y ie ld  a s  much land as 
could be covered by th e  po in t  o f  a needle. Kr?ba» God in ca rn a te ,  had no doubts  l e f t :  
th e  D h a r ta r a s t^ a s  were no longer to  be t r u s t e d  and deserved  death . And th e  Pao<java 
b ro th e r s  were to  be God's chosen in s trum en t  o f  d e s t ru c t io n .  Kp?ha proposed a l a s t  
pe rsona l  peace mission, but he now only expected war . 1 To Yudhi§ th ira , Kp$oa 
explained:
As long as  you t r e a t  them with leniency, 0 king, so  long w il l  they keep your 
kingdom, enemy-tamer. Not from sympathy, nor compassion, nor argum ents of 
dharma and p r o f i t  w i l l  th e  D h a r ta r a § t r a s  do your d e s i re ,  enemy-tamer. ... They 
should be s la in  by anyone -  how much more, then, by you, 0 Bharata .*
The Pafltfava b ro th e r s ,  though, were by no means r e l i a b l e  in s t ru m e n ts  when faced with
the  f u l l  h o r ro r s  o f  f r a t r i c i d a l  c o n f l ic t .  While Arjuna p rov ides  th e  most n o tab le
k s a t r iv a  dharma and a l l  t h a t  i t  e n t a i l s  o f  t r i c k e r y  and v io lence  has  an 
honourable  place, whereas th e  man Yudhi^^hira, th e  King of Dharma, s t a r t i n g  from 
the  p rem isses  o f  th e  r e l ig io n  o f  h i s  time, slowly comes to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i t  i s  
f ra u g h t  w ith  in ju s t i c e  and p la in  s tu p id  in t h a t  to  seek  vengeance i s  to  bring  
vengeance on o n e se l f . '  (R.C. Zaehner, 'The G rea tness  o f  Man and th e  Wretchedness 
o f  God' in Concordant Discordant. p,177.) For Zaehner, th e  c o n t r a s t  between th e  
methods and id e a l s  o f  Kp§pa and Y udh i^ th ira  i s  th e  main theme of the  
Mahabharata (ibid.. p. 176). Although Zaehner somewhat overdraws th e  two 
c h a ra c te r s ,  and though we might wonder i f  a t e x t  with so  many themes could ever  
have a main theme, th e  c o n t r a s t  rem ains h igh ly  en ligh ten ing .
1) Udyogaparvan, 71.33-34.
2) Yavacca m a rd a v e n a i ta n ra ja n n u p a c a r i§ y a s i /
T avadete  h a r i^ y a n t i  tava  rajyamariipdama// (6 )
Nanukro^anna karpapyanna ca d h a rm a r th a k a ra p a t /
Alarji kartuip d h a r t a r a ^ t r a s t a v a  kamamariijidama// (9)
Vadhyaste sa rv a lo k asy a  klip, punas tava  b h a r a t a / /  (13) ib id .. 71 .8-9  & 13.
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lo ss  o f  nerve in th e  Mahabharata, even Bhlmasena was not immune;1 but the  most 
c o n s is te n t  and im portan t doub ter  was Y udh is th ira  h im self .  And being the  e ld e s t  
Papgiava, a l l  h is  b ro th e r s  were du ty  bound to  follow h i s  lead. However, a t  a l l  times,
Kp?na was th e r e  to  ca jo le  and goad the  Paiigiavas to  do h i s  w ill.
At t h i s  c r i t i c a l  point, when Yudhist.hira i s  a l l  bu t inescapab ly  faced with the  
war he had so s t r e n u o u s ly  laboured to  avoid, he s t i l l  wavers to rn  by th e  c o n f l ic t in g  
demands o f  dharma. As th e  King o f  Dharma, he above a l l  o th e r s  should  accept the  
duty p re sc r ib e d  fo r  h i s  c lass ;  but Y udh is th ira  i s  a t t r a c t e d  by the  c a l l  of a h igher  
e t e r n a l  dharma which i s  developing in h is  conscience, the  p re c e p ts  o f  which cannot 
be reconc iled  with the  savage code of the  kgatriya.  Y udh i? th ira , in h i s  f r u s t r a t io n ,
tu rn s  on th e  varija based system  of dharma w ith  i t s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  and
encouragement o f  war. Though Y udhi$ th ira  accep ts  th a t  th e r e  i s  no way w hatever th a t  
they  could forego  t h e i r  a n c e s t r a l  fo r tu n e ,=: a l l  h is  argum ents po in ted  in th e  o th e r  
d irec tion :
Kp$oa, even enemies who a re  ignoble  and u n re la te d  should not be s la in ,  l e t  
alone th o se  of t h i s  s o r t .  For they  a re  kinsmen fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  and 
comrades and gurus  o f  ours; and to  s lay  them would be th e  e x trem ity  o f  ev il .  
(But) what i s  a t t r a c t i v e  in war? This k$a tr iya  dharma i s  ev il ,  and we belong 
to  the  k $ a tr iy a  o rder. I t  i s  our svadharma (though) i t  i s  adharma; any o th e r  
mode o f  l i f e  i s  forb idden  (to us). The gudra p r a c t ic e s  obedience, the  valgya 
l iv e s  by trad e ,  we l iv e  by k i l l in g ,  (and) the  brahmin chooses the  begging bowl. 
0 Dagarha, k ? a tr iy a  k i l l s  k?atrtya ,  f i s h  l iv e s  on f ish ,  dog k i l l s  dog -  behold 
the  dharma a s  i t  has come down. In war, Kp?pa, th e re  i s  always s t r i f e ;  in 
b a t t l e  l iv e s  a re  lo s t ,  ... War i s  wrong in every way. He who k i l l s ,  i s  he not 
k i l led  (in tu rn )?  And fo r  the  one who i s  k illed , v ic to ry  and d e fe a t  a re  the  
same, 0 Hp?ike9a! I th ink  d e fe a t  i s  not d is t in g u is h a b le  from death; (and), 
Kp?pa, even th e  v ic to r  i s  a s su re d ly  diminished. ... The consequence h e re  i s  
evil;  and moreover su rv iv o rs  do remain. The su rv iv o rs ,  o b ta in ing  s t r e n g th  
(anew), leave  no s u rv iv o rs  (as) they s t r i v e  fo r  t o t a l  e x te rm ina tion  through 
d e s i re  to  end th e  feud. V ictory  c r e a te s  ( fu r th e r )  h o s t i l i t y  (for)  th e  d e fea ted  
remain uneasy; (but) having abandoned v ic to ry  and d e fe a t ,  a t r a n q u i l  man 
s le e p s  e a s i ly .  ... For manly a c tion  i s  a powerful anx ie ty , an a f f l i c t i o n  in the  
h ea r t ;  (and) t r a n q u i l l i t y  i s  (to  be found) th rough  i t s  r e n u n c ia t io n .3
1) See ib id .. 72.1 -  74.18.
2) Te vayaip na (jriyaip hatumalarji nyayena k e n a c i t /  ibid., 70.41.
3) Ye punah syurasaipbaddha an a ry ab  kp?pa 9atravafr /  
Te$amapyavadhab karyah  klip punarye syuridpsaft/V 
Jna taya^ca  h i  bhuy i^ thah  sa h a y a  gurava<;ca nali/
Te?aiii vadho a tlpap iyank iip  nu yuddhe a s t i  gobhanam//
Papah k?atr iyadharm o ayaiji vayaip ca k ?a trab an d h av ah /
Sa nah svadharmo adharmo va v p t t i r a n y a  v i g a r h i t a / /
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Despite  th e  fo rce  of h is  arguments, Y udh i? th ira  was s t i l l  p repared  to  contem plate 
war, a lthough  only with the  g r e a t e s t  re luc tance .  I t  was a n e g o t ia te d  peace th a t  
Y udh is th ira  s e t  h is  h e a r t  upon: 'Therefore , we do not want to  renounce <our 
kingdom), and nor do we wish to  d e s tro y  our family. ... I f  th e  c o n c i l ia to ry  words of 
those  who s t r i v e  by a l l  means, th rough d e s i r e  fo r  peace, a re  r e b u f fe d  (then) an 
unheroic war w i l l  be b rought a b o u t . ' 1
Kp?pa, though, has no time a t  a l l  fo r  t h i s  nonsense about renunc ia t ion , and
t r e a t s  Y udhi$ th ira  to  a sc a th in g  e x h o r ta t io n  on ac tion  and k p a tr iy a  dharma'.
A vow o f  e t e r n a l  c h a s t i ty  i s  not th e  bus iness  o f  a k$atriya ,  0 lord  of people! 
All th o se  who abide  by the  l i f e  s ta g e s  have dec la red  what a k § a tr iya  should 
beg fo r  (h is)  alms: v ic to ry  or dea th  in b a t t l e  (as)  th e  P lacer  has e te r n a l ly  
ordained. This i s  th e  svadharma o f  th e  k?atriya\  weakness i s  not ex to l led .  For, 
by adopting  weakness, (proper) conduct i s  impossible. Be brave, s trong-arm ed  
(king)! Slay your enemies, enem y-tam erP
£udraft k a ro t i  9u9.ru ?aip v a isya  v ip a rd j lv in a h /
Vayaip vadhena jivamati kapalaip br ahmapairvptam//
K?atriyalj k$atriyam  h a n t i  matsyo matsyena j i v a t i /
Qva gvanam h a n t i  d a ^ arh a  pa$ya dharmo y a th a g a ta h / /
Yuddhe kp?pa ka lirn ityam  p ranah  s ld a n t i  saipyuge/ ibid.. 70.44-49. 
S a rva tha  vpjlnam yuddham ko ghnanna p ra t ih a n y a te /
Hatasya ca hp^ike^a samau ja y a p a ra ja y a u / /
Parajaya^ca  marananmanye na iva  v i^ i^ y a te /
Yasya syadv ijayah  kp?pa tasyapyapacayo  dhruvam// ibid.. 70.53-54. 
Anubandha^ca papo a t r a  9e ? a 9capyava9i ? y a t e / /
£e?o h i  balam asadya na ge^am ava^e^ayet/
Sarvocchede ca y a ta t e  v a i r a s y a n ta v id h i t s a y a / /
Jayo vairaip p r a s p j a t i  duljkhamaste p a r a j i t a h /
Sukhaiji p raijan tah  s v a p i t i  h i tv a  ja y a p a ra ja y a u / /  ibid.. 70.57-59.
Pauru?eyo h i  balavanadhirhpdayabadhanaft/
Tasya tyagena  va g a n t i r n iv p t ty a  manaso ap i  v a / /  ibid.. 70.65.
1) Na ca tyaktuip tadicchamo na cecchamafo kulak?ayam/ (6 8 )
S a rva tha  yatamananamayuddhamabhikank§at am/
San tve  p r a t i h a t e  yuddhaqi prasiddhamaparakram am// (69) ibid.. 70.68 & 69.
2) Na ca tannaisthdkaip karma k ? a t r ly a s y a  v i 9 ani p a te /
Ahura^ramipab sa rve  yadbhaik?aip k ^ a t r iy a ^ c a r e t / /
Jayo vadho va saipgrame d h a t r a  dismal) sanatanaf t /
Svadharmalj k $ a t r iy a s y a i? a  karpapyaip na p ra g a s y a te / /
Na h i  karpapyam asthaya  gakya v p t t i r y u d h i^ th i r a /
Vikramasva mahabaho jah i  gatrunariipdam a// ibid.. 71.3-5,
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A fter  the  f a i l u r e  of Kr?ha 's  mission, Y udhi? th ira  does obey h is  God. 1 But as
Y udh is th ira  marches out with h is  g r e a t  army, h is  doubts  and m isg iv ings a re  s tro n g e r
than ever. As he con tem pla tes  the  d e s t ru c t io n  of th o se  who should  not be killed , he
s ig h s  and says  to  h is  b ro th e rs :
This u l t im a te  d i s a s t e r ,  fo r  the  sake of which I dwelt in th e  f o r e s t  and 
s u f f e re d  hardship , approaches us d e s p i te  our e f f o r t s .  ... How can we do b a t t l e  
with those  who a re  not to  be s la in ?  How can there, be v ic to ry  fo r  us, having 
k i l led  our gurus  and elders?'^"
There i s  no sympathy fo r  Yudhi$thlra . Arjuna r e p l i e s  th a t  they  could not r e t r e a t  now
w ithout f ig h t in g ;  and Kp§pa, sm iling  (smayamano), says  c u r t ly :  ' t h a t  is  so'
<evam etad it i  bruvan^r'
When b a t t l e  i s  joined, Kpsna a c ts  in a non-combatant capac i ty  as A rjuna's
c h a r io te e r  and adv ise r .  Throughout Kp§na p lays  a c ru c ia l  r o le  a s  a d v ise r  gu id ing  the
Papdavas th rough the  va rious  c r i s i s  p o in ts  in the  s t ru g g le .  However, Kp?na does not
do th i s  because he i s  the  omnipotent and a l l -p o w e rfu l  God who ordains  the  course  of
events; indeed, a t  va rious  p o in ts  of the  b a t t l e  Kp§na Is  e n t i r e l y  ignoran t as to
what has happened and as  to  what w i l l  happen next. At one po in t  in the  b a t t l e  with
the  T r ig a r ta s ,  fo r  in s tan ce ,  t h e i r  c h a r io t  d isa p p e a rs  w ith in  a shower of arrows. Even
Kp?pa i s  r a t t l e d .  Downcast Ckhinnas) and p e rsp i r in g  (prasi^vide)  he asks Arjuna:
'Where a re  you, 0 Partha ;  I do not see  you; do you live , enem y-s layer?"1 And when
Arjuna se e s  d rea d fu l  omens of some calam ity  -  in fac t ,  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of h i s  son
Abhimanyu -  Kp§na, ap p a re n tly  unaware, r e a s s u re s  him th a t  i t  can be noth ing  much.5
At ano ther  po in t  in th e  b a t t l e ,  Kp?pa s e e s  Y udhi$ th ira  being pursued  by the
D h a r ta r a $ t r a s ,  and from t h e i r  trium phant c r i e s  he f e a r s  th e  worst, namely th a t
Y udh i? th ira  has  been s la in .  Though s o re ly  wounded, n o n e th e le s s  Y udh is th ira  was s t i l l
1) At v a r io u s  p o in ts  Y udh i? th ira  rec o g n ise s  Kp?na as  a l l -m ig h ty  God. cf. Drona- 
parvan, 59.8-10, 85.85, 124.5-18; Qalyaparvan, 62.26; (Jantiparvan, 46.27 & 30.
2) Yadartharp vanavasa^ca praptam  duhkhaip ca yanmaya/
So ayamasmanupaltyeva paro  ana r thah  p r a y a tn a ta h / /
Kathaip hyavadhyailp saipgramah karyah  saha  b h a v i§ y a t i /
Katharp h a tv a  gurunvpddhanvijayo no b h a v i? y a t i / /  Udyogaparvan, 151.20 & 22.
3) Ibid.. 151.23-26.
4) Kvasi p a r th a  na pa<;ye tvarp k a c c i j j lv a s i  s a t r u h a n / /  Dronaparvan, 18.21.
5) Ibid.. 50.4-7.
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a l iv e , 1 And i t  i s  only when Kp$pa i s  a t  the  Kaurava cou rt  a t te m p tin g  to  pacify  the  
anger of  G andhari  and king D hp ta ra ? tra ,  t h a t  he suddenly became aware of 
A ^ a t th a m a n 's  in tended  purpose to  a t t a c k  th e  Papdava's  n igh t  camp, whereupon he 
h u r r ie d  o f f .2
Kp^na's ro le  i s  c ru c ia l ,  then, not because he i s  omnipotent and a l l -p o w erfu l ,  but 
because he combines cunning and r u th l e s s n e s s  with a p rep a red n ess  to  bend or s e t  
a s id e  th e  dharmic r u le s  of w arfa re  to  achieve  h is  end. Nowhere i s  t h i s  more evident
than in the  d e s t r u c t io n  of Dropa.
A fte r  th e  e l im in a tio n  of Bhi$ma, Dropa becomes g e n e ra l  o f  th e  Kaurava army and
plays havoc w ith  the  Papglava fo rc e s  l ike  th e  god of death  h im se lf  <k p ta n ta v a t ). Now,
see ing  the  Fap<javas oppressed  by th e  arrows of Dropa and g r e a t ly  a f ra id ,  Kp^na
concluded th a t  i f  th e  b a t t l e  was to  be won -  and Kp^na's purpose  achieved -  then
th e  r u le s  of w a rfa re  would have to  be broken. Therefore, adv is ing  the  Pandavas th a t
Dropa could never  be conquered in  b a t t l e ,  Kp?pa counselled;
Sons o f  Panqlu, c a s t  a s id e  dharma (and) adopt a t r i c k  fo r  ( a t ta in in g )  v ic to ry , 
so th a t  he of the  golden ch a r io t  w i l l  not s lay  us  a l l  in b a t t l e .  I  th ink  he 
w il l  cease  to  f ig h t  upon the  death  of (his son) A^vatthaman. (Therefore) l e t  
some man t e l l  him th a t  he (A^vatthaman) has been s la in  in  b a t t l e .3
Now Y udhi?fh ira  only approved of  t h i s  scheme with d i f f i c u l ty  (kpcchrena), and Arjuna
not a t  a l l  fo r  Dropa was h i s  beloved teacher. However, Bhlmasena slew with  h is
mighty club a huge e lephan t c a l le d  A^vatthaman and, approaching Drona in b a t t l e ,
loudly proclaimed w ith  some b a sh fu ln e ss  (savrltfaip) t h a t  Agvatthaman had been s la in ,
1) Karnaparvan, 43.18-20.
2) Qalyaparvan, 62.66 Indeed, in th e  Dropaparvan th e re  seems to  be a l a t e r  a ttem pt 
to  c o rre c t  Kp§pa's apparen t Ignorance of events . In t h i s  in s tan ce ,  Dropa g iv es  a 
very s p e c ia l  s u i t  of in v u ln e rab le  armour to  Duryodhana b e fo re  he does b a t t l e  
with Arjuna. Now Arjuna, a form er pup il  of Dropa, knows f u l l  w ell  of the  armour; 
but Kpspa i s  a s to n ish e d  th a t  Arjuna 's  arrows have no e f f e c t  and q u e s t io n s  
whether Arjuna i s  handling  th e  g r e a t  GanqJIva bow properly . However, presumably a 
l a t e r  r e d a c to r  f e e l s  th a t  God In ca rn a te  should a lso  know. For Arjuna quickly  t e l l s  
Kp$pa not to  confuse  him, fo r  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  Kp§pa knew th e  pas t,  p re se n t ,  
and fu tu re .  Dropaparvan, 78.3-15,
3) Asthlyataiji jaye yogo dharmamutspjya pap<java/
Yatha vah saqiyuge sa rvanna  hanyadrukm avahanab//
A^vatthamni h a te  n a ig a  yudhyed it i  matirmama/
Taip hataip saipyuge ka^cidasmai ^aiisatu  manavali// Dropaparvan, 164.68-69.
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Now Dropa q u i te  r i g h t ly  su sp ec te d  the  v e ra c i ty  of Bhlma; but b e l ie v in g  th a t  
Y udhi$ th ira  would never  t e l l  a l i e  even fo r  the  so v e re ig n ty  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  
Dropa asked the  King of Dharma i f  h is  son had been s la in .  Though Y udhi^fh ira  had 
never to ld  a l i e  before , Kr?pa, in te n t  on h is  purpose w hatever the  price , goaded him 
on: ' I f  Drona, f u l l  of rage , should f ig h t  fo r  h a l f  a day, I say t r u ly  your army w ill  
meet d e s t ru c t io n .  Your Lordship must save us from Dropa! U ntru th  i s  p r e fe ra b le  to  
t ru th !  He who speaks a fa lsehood fo r  the  sake of l i f e  i s  not touched by u n t r u t h !11 
Now, urged on by th e  words o f  Kr?pa (kpgnavakyacoditah') and a t ta c h e d  to  v ic to ry  
<jaye  sakto), though f e a r f u l  of an un tru th ,  Y udhis^hira sa id  aloud th a t  A<~vatthaman 
was dead, adding in d i s t in c t ly  (avyaktam) the  word e le p h a n t .2 Drona, o f  course  was 
f i l l e d  with g r ie f ,  and lay ing  a s id e  h is  weapons he was s l a in  by Dhr?tadyumna,
Through p re s s u r in g  Yudhi§*thira to  p a r t i c ip a te  in h i s  cunning tr ick ,  th e  God 
in ca rn a te  had saved th e  Panqiava cause  and h is  own div ine plan. The consequences of 
h is  f a l s i t y ,  though, rebounded not on God but on man, fo r  whereas p rev ious ly  
Y udh i$ th ira 's  c h a r io t ,  because o f  h is  v i r tu e ,  had t r a v e l l e d  j u s t  above the  s u r fa c e  of 
the  e a r th ,  i t  now sank to  th e  ground .3
Our f in a l  example o f  Kr$na's methods occurs  a f t e r  th e  end of th e  g re a t  b a t t l e  
when Duryodhana alone remained of King D h p ta ra ^ t ra 's  one hundred sons, and only 
t h re e  o th e r s  su rv iv e  from h is  g r e a t  army, A f te r  th e  f in a l  b a t t l e ,  Duryodhana f le e s  
the  f ie ld  of b a t t l e  and seeks r e fu g e  below the  w a te rs  o f  a lake. When h is  
w hereabouts a re  d iscovered  by the  Papqiavas, they cha llenge  him to  a r i s e  and f ig h t  
to  the  dea th  as  a k $ a tr iy a  should. Stung by t a u n t s  o f  cowardice, Duryodhana does so, 
proclaim ing h i s  fe a r  o f  no one and asking only th a t  he be allowed to  f ig h t  th e
1) Yadyardhadivasaiii dropo yudhyate many urn a s th i ta l j /
Satyaip brav im i t e  sen a  vina<jaip sa m u p a i? y a t i / /  ibid., 164.98-99.
Sa b h a v a n s t r a tu  no d ro p a ts a ty a j jy a y o  anptaip bhave t/
Anptaip j i v i t a s y a r t h e  vadanna sppcyate  a n p ta ih / /  ibid.. 164.98-99.
2) Ibid., 164.105-6.
3) Ibid.. 164.107. I t  i s  worth n o t in g  th a t  of th e  forem ost Kaurava w a rr io rs ,  £alya 
alone seems to  be s l a in  (by Y udhi$ th ira)  in  f a i r  combat. Even th e  t e x t  
s p e c i f ic a l ly  n o te s  t h a t  $a lya  was s la in  in a r ig h te o u s  b a t t l e  (dharmye ... yuddhe 
nlhato). Qalyaparvan, 16,55.
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PapgJava fo rc e s  one by one. In t h i s  way he would f u l f i l l  h i s  deb t to  those  k $ a tr ly a s
who had fought and died fo r  h i s  c a u se .1
Y udhi$ th ira  i s  im pressed by Duryodhana's f o r th r ig h t  adherence to  kpa tr iya  
dharma, and o f f e r s  ex trem ely  generous  term s of combat to  one who had throughout 
done e v e ry th in g  p o ss ib le  to  cheat  and hu m il ia te  him. Y udh i? th ira  bade h is  de fea ted  
enemy pick any Papcjava b ro th e r  he wished, and with th e  weapon of  h i s  own choosing, 
k i l l  or be k i l l e d  in pe rsona l  combat. As i f  t h i s  were not enough, Yudhipfh ira
promised th a t  i f  Duryodhana were v ic to r io u s  he would be king.^
At a s tro k e ,  however, Y u d h i^ th ira 's  g e n e ro s i ty  had thrown in to  jeopardy th e
e n t i r e  Papgiava cause and more im portan t ly  the  whole d iv ine  plan over which Kp?pa
had m anipulated  and manoeuvred fo r  so long. Kp?na was enraged  (saipkruddho) and
be ra ted  Y udhip th ira  fo r  h i s  ra sh  g ene ros i ty :
0 king, what r e c k le s s  (words) have you u t te r e d  of t h i s  s o r t !  ... Out of 
compassion, b e s t  o f  kings, you have ac ted  rash ly .  ... Now, as  before , you have 
again  e n te red  upon a game of chance l ike  the  p a in fu l  (game) between you and 
Qakuni, 0 lo rd  of men. Bhlma i s  s tro n g  and very pow erfu l (but) king Suyodhana 
is  s k i l f u l l .  When s t r e n g th  and s k i l l  c lash  to g e th e r ,  0 king, s k i l l  i s  sup e r io r .  
You have provided, 0 king, such an enemy with an easy  path; (but) you have 
placed y o u r s e l f  in a d i f f i c u l t  (posi t ion )  and we have been reduced to  g r e a t  
d a n g e r !3
A tremendous b a t t l e  between Bhima and Duryodhana then ensued w ith  both  showing 
t h e i r  s t r e n g th  and s k i l l  to  g r e a t  e f f e c t ;  but a s  the  c o n f l ic t  proceeded i t  merely 
confirmed Kp§pa's w orst fe a rs .  To Arjuna he confided th a t  i f  Bhlma were to  f ig h t
1 ) Ibid.. 30 .1-67, 31.1-21. 2) Ibid.. 31.24-53.
3) Kimidani sahasaiji r a j a h s tv a y a  vyahptamldpgam/ (3)
Sahasam kptavanstvaip t u  hyanukrogannppottam a// (5)
Tadidaip dyQtamarabdhaiji punareva y a th a  pur a /
Vi?amai]i gakunegcaiva ta v a  caiva vigaiji p a t e / /  (7)
Bali bhimah sam arthagca k p t l  r a j a  suyodhanaij/
Balavanva k p t l  v e t i  k p t l  r a j a n v lg i s y a t e / /
So ayaiji r a j a h s tv a y a  g a truh  same pa th !  n iv e g i ta h /
Nyastagcatm a suvi?ame kpcchram apadita  vayam/ ibid.. 32.3,5,7-9.
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only by the  r u le s  of dharma, he would never  ga in  v ic to ry  (.dharmena yudhyamano na 
Jepyati). C it ing  the  v a r io u s  a c t s  o f  d e c e i t  imaya) employed by th e  gods to  d e fea t  
the  demons, Kr^pa reminded Arjuna of  Bhlma's vow a t  th e  time of  the  gambling to  
break Duryodhana's th ig h s  in b a t t l e ,  and concluded 'Let him cut down t h i s  d e c e i t f u l  
king with d ece i t  a lo n e . ' 1 Having heard  the  views of God In ca rna te ,  Arjuna s t ru c k  h is  
th igh  with h i s  l e f t  hand be fo re  Bhlma's eyes. And as Duryodhana executed  a move 
which involved leap ing  in th e  a i r ,  Bhlma smashed h i s  th ig h s  w ith  a fou l blow which 
was co n tra ry  to  even the  k$ a tr iya  r u le s  of dharma.'^
With t h i s  r u th l e s s  a c t  of adharma, Kp$na again  sa lvaged  th e  Pancjava cause and 
h is  own plan from ev e n ts  t h a t  had tem porar ily  run beyond h i s  con tro l .  I n te r e s t in g ly ,  
Kp$pa's j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i s  morally of the  th in n e s t  kind. When th e  enraged  Balarama,
Kp$pa's e ld e r  b ro the r ,  rushed  a t  Bhlma, Kp?pa quickly conjured up va rious  argum ents 
to  defend h is  agent. Kp?pa f i r s t l y  argued th a t  th e  PapqJavas were t h e i r  n a tu r a l  
a l l i e s ,  and th e r e fo r e  a t h r e a t  to  th e  Pap<javas was a t h r e a t  to  them as  well, which 
req u ired  a remedy -  presumably any remedy. Secondly, Kp?pa re c a l le d  to  mind Bhlma's 
oa th  and M altreya 's  cu rse  upon Duryodhana th a t  Bhima would break  h i s  th ighs .  
However, th e  im p lica tion  would seem to  be th a t  an oath  must be f u l f i l l e d  r e g a r d le s s  
of c o n s id e ra t io n s  of dharma. Kpspa's f in a l  argument was t h a t  o f  pure  s e l f - i n t e r e s t :  
'We a re  indeed t i e d  to  the  PanqJavas in t h i s  world th rough  m arriage, a f f e c t io n  and 
f r iendsh ip .  On t h e i r  growth depends our growth. Do not, 0 b u l l  amongst men, be 
angered .'3 We, then, have th e  anomolous s i t u a t io n  of Balarama le c tu r in g  Kp?pa on 
dharma. An unim pressed Balarama r e p l i e s  th a t  th e re  must be a ba lance  between 
dharma, artha  and kama; and no m a t te r  what Kp?pa might say, Bhlma had got the  
balance wrong. Kp?pa's only response  i s  to  remind h i s  b ro th e r  t h a t  th e  Kali  age was
1) Mayavinaip ca ra janaip  mayayaiva n ik p n ta tu / /  ibid.. 57.7. Also see  57.1-17.
2) Ibid.. 57.18-44.
3) Y aunairhardai^ca  saipbandhaib sarpbaddhab smeha pap<javailj/
Te?aip vpddhyabhivpddhirno ma krudhab p u ru ? a r? a b h a / /  ibid.. 59.16. Also 59.12-16.
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a t  hand . 1 To conclude our a n a ly s is  o f  Vi?pu's ro le  as  a p rede term in ing  agent in the  
a f f a i r s  of the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  i t  i s  worth r e c a l l in g  th a t  God In ca rn a te  p u rpo rted ly  
descends in to  the  t r ip le - w o r ld  to  r e s t o r e  the  ascendancy o f  dharma*,
In o th e r  p a r t s  o f  the  Mahabharata i t  i s  £iva who i s  looked upon as th e  supreme 
God who i s  r e sp o n s ib le  fo r  c re a t io n ,  p re se rv a t io n ,  and d e s t ru c t io n .  Thus (Jiva, l ike  
Brahma and Vi?nu, i s  viewed as a s o r t  o f  supreme o v e rse e r  who su p e rv is e s  th e  
f r a g i l e  ba lance  th a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  And, s im ila r ly ,  fo r  m orta ls  the  
e f f e c t  of Qlva's a c t io n s  on beha lf  o f  the  t r ip le -w o r ld  can more or l e s s  c o n s t i tu t e  
the  working of des tiny .
However, compared to  Brahma and Vi?pu, l e s s  a t t e n t io n  i s  g iven to  Qiva's ro le  as 
a p re se rv e r ,  and more to  h is  ro le  a s  a d e s tro y e r .  This i s  in keeping with  Qiva's 
more o r ig in a l  and e s s e n t i a l  n a tu re .  As Gonda pu ts  i t :  'The e ssen ce  o f  Rudra-^ iva was, 
in th e  minds o f  anc ien t  Ind ian  man, th e  power of th e  u n c u l t iv a te d  and unconquered, 
dangerous and u n re l ia b le  n a tu re ,  experienced  as a d iv in i ty .'2 In t h i s  d e s t r u c t iv e  
capacity , £ iva may seem to  be even more an agen t of d e s t in y  than  Vi?pu and Brahma, 
fo r  the  f a c t  o f  dea th  and d e s t r u c t io n  se rv e  to  fu e l  b e l i e f  in d e s t in y  and fa te .  And
1) Ibid.. 59.17-21. I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  no te  th a t  the  dying Duryodhana re v i le d  Kp?na 
fo r  th e  t a c t i c s  he had used in  the  d e s t ru c t io n  o f  Bhi?ma, Dropa, Bhuriqravas, 
Karpa, and Duryodhana himself; and charged th a t  i f  they  had fought f a i r l y  v ic to ry  
would never  have been th e i r s .  Kp?pa responds not by defending  h is  own conduct, 
but by c a ta lo g u in g  Duryodhana's s ins . And when Duryodhana's words re c e iv e  a 
chorus of ev iden t approva l from heaven, the  PapqJavas and Kp$pa were pu t to  
shame ivrTtfamupagaman'). Aware th a t  Bhi?ma, Drona, Karpa and Bhuriqravas had been 
s la in  u n r ig h te o u s ly  (.hatari^cadharmatahy, they were a f f l i c t e d  by g r i e f  (po/cartafr). 
To rev ive  t h e i r  s p i r i t s ,  Kp$pa f in a l ly  had rec o u rse  to  th e  argument of sh ee r  
n e c es s i ty .  All of them, sa id  Kp?pa, were g r e a t  c h a r io te e r s ,  and the  PanqJavas could 
not have s la in  them in b a t t l e  by a f a i r  f ig h t  <pjuyuddhena>. Without th e s e  
s tra ta g e m s  <upaya.fr> the  Papqlavas would never have been v ic to r io u s .  In any case, 
when th e  number of one 's  enemies became excess ive  (adhikafr), then  they  should be 
s la in  by d e c e i t f u l  means <,mithyavadhyas>. 'The gods of  old followed t h i s  way in 
s lay in g  th e  asu ras .  And the  pa th  followed by th e  v i r tu o u s  Cgods) may be followed 
by a l l . '
Pu rva iranugato  margo d e v a ira s u ra g h a t ib h ih /
Sadbhiijcanugatafr pan thah  sa  sa rv a ira n u g a m y a te / /  (62) See ibid., 60.27-62.
2) 'The Hindu T r in i ty '  in J. Gonda, S e lec ted  S tud ies , vo l .4, p.214. Compare, too, 
Brandon's view: 'In  Qiva, th e  ambivalence o f  d e i ty  accord ing  to  Indian no tions , i s  
seen in i t s  most im press ive  form.' Brandon, op .c it , .  p .35.
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as the  g re a t  God most a s so c ia te d  w ith  d e s t ru c t io n ,  Qiva's a c t io n s  may o f ten  seem 
ambivalent and unp red ic tab le ,  again  im portan t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of fa te .  I f  the  a c t io n s  
of Vi§pu and Brahma may c o n s t i tu t e  th e  working of d e s t in y  in a benevolent and 
f r ie n d ly  form, ^ iv a 's  a c t io n s  r e p re s e n t  i t  in i t s  more malevolent and u n p red ic tab le  
form.
£iva, too, i s  much concerned with m ain ta in ing  the  ascendancy of  o rder  and dharma 
over d iso rd e r  and adharma\ and he too  a c ts  as the  u l t im a te  r e s o r t  of the  gods 
whenever t h e r e  i s  a t h r e a t  to  the  ascendancy o f  dharma, and th e  w e lfa re  of o th e r  
be ings in the  t r ip le -w o r ld .  At th e  behest  o f  Brahma and th e  gods, $iva in te rv e n e s  
when th e  e c s t a t i c  dancing of th e  g r e a t  s e e r  Mankapaka th re a te n e d  the  s t a b i l i t y  of 
the  t r i p le - w o r ld . 1 Qiva I s a lso  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  f a th e r in g  of Skanda, who in tu rn  
saved th e  gods from th e  g r e a t  demon Taraka;-- and he slew o th e r  demons h im se lf  such 
as Andhaka.3 At th e  behest  of the  gods, and out of d e s i r e  fo r  the  w e lfa re  of the  
gods (devanaiji h itakam yaya) ,4 perhaps Qiva's major e x p lo i t  in the  Epic i s  th e  
d e s t ru c t io n  o f  Tripura , the  t r i p l e - c i t y  of the  demons.
In t h i s  myth, r e l a t e d  p r in c ip a l ly  in th e  Karpaparvan by Duryodhana, th e re  was a 
g re a t  b a t t l e  between th e  asuras  led by Taraka and the  gods in which the  c e l e s t i a l s  
were su c ce s s fu l .  Now Taraka had th re e  sons, Tarakak?a, Kamalak^a and Vidyunmalin, 
and a f t e r  th e  d e fe a t  o f  the  demons they  undertook t e r r i b l e  a u s t e r i t i e s  C tapa ugraip 
samasthaya). Then th e  G randfa ther, th a t  g iv e r  of boons, became p leased  <p r f t a )  with 
t h e i r  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  a u s t e r i t i e s  and observances  (.damena tapasa  caiva niyamena). The 
demons, as  always, sought th e  boon th a t  they  should be in v io la b le  (avadhyatvaip) to  
a l l  beings. But Brahma bade them seek  ano the r  boon, say ing  t h a t  th e re  was no 
im m orta li ty  fo r  c r e a tu r e s  ( n a s t i  sarvamaratvaip), A f te r  much thought the  demons 
chose th a t  they  should, l iv in g  in th re e  s e p a ra te  c i t i e s ,  wander over the  u n iv e rse  fo r
1) Arapyakaparvan, 81.97-114-.
2) Qalyaparvan, 43.1 f f .  In th e  Arapyakaparvan v e rs io n  (214.1-22), p a te r n i ty  belongs 
to  Agni.
3) Dropaparvan, 172.65. 4) Ibid.. 173.56.
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a thousand years , whereupon the  th r e e  c i t i e s  would a l l  come to g e th e r  as  one. And i f  
any c e l e s t i a l  should  p e n e t r a te  with  a s in g le  arrow th o se  c i t i e s  u n i te d  in to  one, 
then th a t  would become t h e i r  death . Brahma sa id  'Let i t  be so '. The th re e  demons 
then  had Maya, the  c e l e s t i a l  a r c h i t e c t  <vtgvakarman') c o n s tru c t  a c i ty  of gold fo r  
Tarakak?a, a c i ty  of  s i l v e r  fo r  Kamalak$a, and a c i ty  o f  iron  fo r  Vidyunmalin. And 
they d isda ined  P ra ja p a t i ,  the  Lord o f  C rea tu res ,  and with t h e i r  energy  ( te ja sa )  they 
a t ta ck e d  the  th r e e  w orlds .1
Now, to  f u r th e r  s t r e n g th e n  t h e i r  po s it io n ,  the  demon Tarakak$a, r u le r  o f  the  
c i ty  o f  gold, aga in  performed th e  most se v ere  a u s t e r i t i e s  ( ta p a step e  paramakaipyt and 
when Brahma was s a t i s f i e d  (tu$taip) he besought the  boon th a t  th e re  should be a 
lake in  t h e i r  c i t y  in which whosoever was s t ru c k  down by weapons, when c a s t  in  
would emerge s t ro n g e r .  T h e rea f te r ,  whatever da itya  was s la in ,  when dipped in t h i s  
lake, came a l iv e  again. Crazed by th e  boons they  had been given  (.varadSnena 
d a rp i ta £), th o se  demons wandered a t  w i l l  having put to  f l i g h t  th e  gods and t h e i r  
r e t in u e s ;  and covetous and f u l l  of fo lly ,  they plundered a l l  th e  s e t t l e m e n ts  in the  
u n iv e r s e .2
Thereupon a l l  th e  gods a s  a body went to  th e  G randfa the r  to  ask  th e  means fo r  
th e  d e s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  asuras . Having heard  the  gods, Brahma commended t h a t  they  
seek out Sthapu, a ls o  known a s  Ljana and Ji§iju, who would s la u g h te r  th e  asuras. All 
the  gods and rp-is, w ith  Brahma a t  t h e i r  head, approached Bhava w ith  a l l  t h e i r  sou l  
ibhavaip sarvStmanS gataft), Then they  p ra ise d  t h a t  God and bowed down to  th e  unborn 
Lord of th e  u n iv e rse  Cajaip jagatafr patlm ). P leased, Qiva asked what he could do fo r  
th e  gods. Seeking h i s  g race  (kuru prasadaip> the  gods bade him s la u g h te r  t h e i r  
enemies, the  danavas . £ iva rep l ied :  'My opinion i s  t h a t  a l l  your enemies should  be 
s la in .  But I  alone am not ab le  t o  s la y  th e  enemies of th e  gods .*3  T herefo re  he
1) Kar^aparvan, 24.3-19. 2) Ibid.. 24.20-28.
3) Hantavy&h ga travah  sa rv e  yu?m5kamiti me m atib /
Na tveko ahaifi vadhe te^Sip sam artho va i  su rad v i?S m //  ibid.. 24.57.
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advised  t h a t  a l l  th e  gods, u n i te d  to g e th e r ,  should d e s t ro y  t h e i r  enemies with one 
h a l f  o f  h i s  energy  and s t r e n g th  (mama tejobalardhena ). However, th e  gods rep l ied  
t h a t  the  energy and s t r e n g th  o f  th e  danavas  was tw ice t h a t  o f  th e  gods, and nor 
were they  capable  o f  bea r ing  h a l f  Qiva's s t r e n g th .  In stead , they  bade <Jiva s la u g h te r  
the  danavas  w ith  one h a l f  o f  t h e i r  s t r e n g th .  To t h i s  Qiva ag reed  and thence  he 
became more pow erfu l than  a l l  o th e r s  in s t r e n g th  and became c a lled  MahSdeva.
The gods c o n s tru c te d  fo r  Qlva a mighty c h a r io t  from th e  va r io u s  forms (murtis)  
of the  t r ip le - w o r ld  and the  gods them selves  (e.g. Mt. Mandara was th e  axle), and 
then  Qiva placed h is  c e l e s t i a l  weapons upon i t  and rea d ied  i t  fo r  b a t t l e .  Donning h is  
armour, and armed w ith  h i s  bow, Qiva took up a d iv ine  arrow produced from 
<sarpbhavam) Soma, Vigipu and Agni, and with Brahma h im se lf  a s  h i s  c h a r io te e r  he rode 
f o r th  tow ards the  t r i p l e - c i t y  t h a t  was p ro te c te d  by th e  d a l ty a s  and danavas. Then, 
as  Qiva aimed th a t  arrow, along with  h is  pBgupata weapon, th o se  th r e e  c i t i e s  became 
of  one n a tu r e  again  (ekibhavarp'). £ iva sho t th a t  arrow, made o f  th e  essence  o f  the  
th re e  worlds ( trailokyasaraipt), and having burn t th o se  h o s t s  o f  asuras  he c a s t  them 
in to  the  w es te rn  ocean. And T h u s  th o se  th re e  c i t i e s  were bu rn t,  and th e  danavas  
completely (des troyed)  by th e  enraged  Mahegvara who d e s i re d  to  b e n e f i t  th e  t r i p l e -  
world , ' 1
However, while Qiva w i l l  a id  th e  gods because they  u l t im a te ly  r e p re s e n t  the  
fo rc e s  of  o rd e r  and dharma, in  keeping with th e  ambivalent a s p e c ts  o f  Qiva's n a tu re  
th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  i s  c e r t a in ly  not t ro u b le  f ree .  For in s tan ce ,  one of Qlva's major 
e x p lo i t s  in th e  Epic i s  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  Dak§a's s a c r i f i c e  when th e  gods denied 
him a sha re .  For good measure, Qiva a lso  t o r e  out Bhaga's eyes, broke S a v i tp 's  arm,
1) Evarp t a t t r ip u ra ip  dagdhaip danava^capyaqepa tab /
Mahegvarepa kruddhena t r a i lo k y a s y a  h i t a i ^ i p a / /  ibid.. 24.121.
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and kicked out PQ$an's t e e t h . 1 Qiva, too, seems to  take  a s p e c ia l  s a t i s f a c t i o n  in 
p u t t in g  Indra, th e  p r id e f u l  and l u s t f u l  king of  gods, in h i s  p la c e .3 Qiva's newly 
wedded wife Uma a lso  cu rsed  the  gods to  be s t e r i l e  a f t e r  they  in te r ru p te d  her love-  
making with th e  g r e a t  God. Not u n n a tu ra l ly ,  th e  gods fea re d  th e  o f f s p r in g  th a t  such 
a union might produce .3 Whereas th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  o f  the  gods with Vispu and Brahma 
i s  c lo se  and f r ie n d ly ,  £ iva i s  an o u t s id e r  who s ta n d s  a p a r t  from th e  o th e r  be ings in  
the  t r ip le - w o r ld  with th e  t e l l i n g  excep tion  of the  h o s ts  o f  deformed and t e r r i b l e  
gob lin s  who accompany him. For in s tance ,  in Markapdeya's d e s c r ip t io n  of the  divine 
h a l l s ,  Qiva appears  in  Kubera's Hall where he s i t s  with h i s  Goddess surrounded by 
‘hideous, hunch-backed dwarfs, blood-eyed, sw if t  as  thought, who f e a s t  on lard , f a t  
and f le sh ,  and who a re  t e r r i b l e  to  hea r  and s e e . ,A
£ iv a 's  ambivalent c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a re  probably even more marked in h is  r e l a t i o n s  
w ith  m orta l  beings. Admittedly <Jiva does occas iona l ly  appear a s  a benevolent and 
f r ie n d ly  god. For in s tance ,  ano the r  of Qiva's major e x p lo i t s  in  the  Epic i s  when he 
ag re e s  to  break th e  f a l l  o f  th e  mighty Ganga as  i t  descended from heaven to  earth.® 
In th e  c e n t r a l  drama o f  th e  Epic, i t  i s  Qiva who, a f t e r  being a p p ro p r ia te ly  honoured 
by Draupadl, bestows upon her th e  c ru c ia l  boon of f iv e  husbands; even i f  t h i s  was 
somewhat more than  she had asked for.® £iva i s  even known to  appear a s  a kind and 
loving god f u l l  of g race  fo r  h i s  devotees; though t h i s  i s  more ty p ic a l  o f  £iva in 
the  pos t-E p ic  p e r iod 7 than  in  th e  Epic. For in s tance ,  when th e  PapqJavas come to  the  
t i r th a  o f  Rudrakoti, P u la s ty a  r e l a t e s  th a t  once a c ro re  of s e e r s  came th e r e  d e s iro u s  
o f  being the  f i r s t  to  see  Qiva. So th a t  th e  s e e r s  would not become angry, Qlva 
c re a te d  a c ro re  o f  Rudras so t h a t  each s e e r  would be lieve  t h a t  he had seen  th e  God
1) See Arapyakaparvan, 114.7-10, Dropaparvan, 173.42-51, Sauptikaparvan, 18.1-24, 
£an tipa rvan , 274.1-43, Anugasanaparvan, 145.11-23.
2) Anu^asanaparvan, 145.30-34. 3) Ibid.. 83.40-52,
4) VSraanairvika^aifr kubjail? k $ a ta jS k?a irm ano java ih //
Mansamedovas5h 5 r a i r u g r a 9rav a p a d a r9anait)/ Sabhaparvan, 10.21-22. Also see  
Sauptikaparvan, 7.15-45,
5) See Arapyakaparvan, 107-108. 6 ) Adiparvan, 189.41-46.
7) See O 'Flaherty, Problem of Evil  ... op .c it , ,  pp.78-93.
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f i r s t .  S a t i s f ie d  by th e  supreme devotion <bhaktya paramaya) o f  the  see rs ,  £iva 
bestowed th e  boon th a t  they  would h e r e a f t e r  in c re ase  in  dharma Cdharmavpddhir).1 
Qiva a lso  showed exemplary g race  (prasatfa) to  the  s e e r  Mankapaka a f t e r  he had 
sought th e  God's fo rg iv e n ess  fo r  h is  ru sh  o f  pride .^  Elsewhere §iva favours  va rious  
s e e r s  who t u r n  to  him in devotion  when they incur d i f f i c u l t i e s  and t r o u b le s ,3 and 
the  sage  Vyasa, a u th o r  of th e  Mahabharata, when he p r o p i t i a t e s  £iva fo r  a son .4 As 
well, in th e  gantiparvan  myth concerning th e  o r ig in  o f  death , i t  i s  th e  compassion 
f i l l e d  Qiva who beseeches  from th e  angry Brahma the  boon t h a t  c r e a tu r e s  should not 
be des troyed  o u t r ig h t  bu t should  be sub jec t  to  r e p e a te d  b i r t h .3
However, in h i s  r e l a t io n s h ip  with m orta ls ,  £iva more normally appears  where 
th e re  i s  c o n f l ic t  or d e s t r u c t io n  in the  o ff ing . I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  th a t  mankind a lso  
s u f f e re d  from Qiva's rag e  a t  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of Dak§a's s a c r i f i c e  fo r  in th e  p rocess  
the  g r e a t  God s e c re te d  sweat which became embodied a s  fever . A f te r  th e  g r e a t  God 
had been p a c if ie d  w ith  a s a c r i f i c i a l  share , Brahma warned th a t  the  e a r th  could not 
endure the  energy o f  Fever i f  i t  remained in one form. T herefo re  <Jiva d ivided Fever 
in to  many p a r t s  and d i s t r ib u t e d  th e s e  a i lm en ts  amongst men, animals, and the  e a r t h .6 
However, i t  i s  in the  c e n t r a l  drama o f  the  Mahabharata t h a t  th e  d e s t r u c t iv e  a sp ec ts  
o f  Qiva's r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  m o rta ls  i s  most ev ident.
The Q aiv ites , too, p lace  th e  main s to r y  o f  the  Mahabharata w ith in  t h e i r  own 
cosmic s e t t in g ,  though i t  i s  l e s s  c le a r ly  developed th an  th o se  p e r ta in in g  to  Vi$pu 
and Brahma. In th e  Adiparvan, i t  i s  r e l a t e d  how King Drupada was q u i te  shocked a t  
the  p roposa l  t h a t  a l l  th e  Papdavas should be th e  wedded husbands of h i s  so le  
daughter .  However, th e  sage  Vyasa s e t  out to  convince him t h a t  t h i s  was not a 
f la g r a n t  breach of th e  dharma. To t h i s  end he r e l a t e d  how once a t  a s a c r i f i c e  the
1) Arapyakaparvan, 81.106-114. 2> See below p.338.
3) Anuqasanaparvan, 18.1-41. 4) Qantiparvan, 310.11-28.
5) See above p. 130.
6 ) Ibid.. 274.46-56..
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gods saw a lo tu s  f lo a t in g  down th e  GangS. Going to  in v e s t ig a te ,  Ind ra  saw a woman 
cry ing  and each o f h e r t e a r  d rops became a lo tu s  o f gold. In d ra  q u es tio n ed  her as 
to  who she was and why she wept. She o ffe re d  to  show him why and led  him a sh o rt 
way to  where he saw a handsome youth  se a te d  on a l lo n - th ro n e  in  th e  company of 
young women, p lay ing  d ice  on th e  to p  o f th e  king o f m ountains. When th e  youth, 
absorbed  in  th e  game, ignored  him th e  enraged  (eamanyur) Ind ra  proclaim ed: 'Know 
th a t  I  am th e  king o f gods! The e n t i r e  world s ta n d s  in  my power. I  am th e  lo rd ! '1 
The young God m erely laughed Cjahasa)  a t  Indra, who im m ediately became r ig id  
<saipstam bhito) l ik e  a p o st (s th ^ p u riv a ). And when he had f in ish e d  th e  game, the  
young God bade th e  weeping goddess b rin g  Ind ra  c lo s e r  so th a t  'p r id e  should  never 
p o ssess  him a g a in . '2 But touched  by th e  goddess In d ra 's  lim bs went limp and he f e l l  
on th e  ground, where he heard  th e  b le sse d  Lord o f t e r r ib l e  energy  
<bhagavanugrateja) proclaim : 'Qakra, never do th i s  ag a in ! '3 Then th e  God commanded 
Ind ra  to  r o l l  back th is  m ighty king o f m ountains and to  e n te r  th e  cave a t  i t s  
ce n tre , In d ra  ro lle d  back th e  m ountain where, to  h is  h o rro r , he saw fo u r more Indras. 
Widening h is  eyes in  anger, th e  God o rdered  him to  e n te r  w ith  them 'fo r  from fo lly  
you have s l ig h te d  me form erly.''*  Ind ra  was duly  shaken, and w ith  hands fo lded  and 
face  bowed down beseeched  th e  b le sse d  Lord fo r  a way ou t. The God m erely laughed 
again  and sa id : 'You s h a l l  a l l  e n te r  a human womb. There you s h a l l  perform  
unbearab le  deeds (and) lead  many o th e r s  to  a n n ih i la t io n . '6 A fte r  th a t  they  would 
again  go to  th e  p rec io u s  world o f Indra . Then th e  fo u r p rev io u s  In d ra s  (purvendrSs) 
beseeched th a t  th e  gods Dharma, Vayu, Ind ra  and th e  A lv ins should  beget them on 
th e i r  m other, w hile  th e  p re se n t In d ra  v o lu n tee red  th a t  w ith  h is  seed he would beget
1 ) devarSjo mamedaip tvaip viddhi viqvaip bhuvanaiji va$e s th ltam / I5 0  ahamasralti 
samanyurabravid ... Adiparvan, 189.15.
2) mainaip darpah  p u n arap y av i^ e ta , ib id .. 189.17.
3) maivai[i punah qakra kpthal) ka thaipcit, ib id .. 189.18.
4) yanm§ip bSlySdavam ansthSh p u r a s ta t ,  ib id .. 189.21,
5) yoniqi sa rv e  m anuglm avi^adhvam /
T a tra  yGyaip karma kptv5vi§ahyaip
bahQnany5nnidhanaip p rS p ay itvS // ibid .. 189.25.
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a m orta l who would be h is  son. The b lessed  Lord g ra n te d  th e i r  d e s ire , and o rdained  
th a t  Qri should  be t h e i r  w ife  amongst men. Then th e  young God and th e  f iv e  In d ras  
approached th e  im m easurable N arayapa who a lso  o rdained  a l l  th is ,  whereupon th e  f iv e  
In d ras  were born on e a r th . Then H ari plucked two h a ir s  from h is  head, a w hite  one, 
and a black one. When th e  w hite one was placed in  Rohipi i t  became Baladeva, while 
th e  black one, when p laced  in  Devaki, became Ke^ava. F in a lly  Vyasa rev e a le d  th a t  the  
f iv e  In d ras  were born on e a r th  a s  th e  Pap<javas, w ith Arjuna being  Q akra's p o rtio n  
( gakrasyangafr') w hile $ r l  was born a s  th e i r  w ife D raupad l.1
As w ell as  uncom prom isingly a s s e r t in g  th e  s u p e r io r i ty  o f th e  'new' g re a t  God 
Qiva over th e  o ld  king o f  gods Indra , th is  myth seems to  c le v e r ly  'h ija c k ' th e  
V ai^pav ite  framework to  th e  Mahabharatat though in a somewhat rem odelled  form. In 
th e  V a i^p av ite  v e rs io n  th e  d iv ine  o r ig in  o f th e  Papdavas i s  due to  th e  c u rse  on 
Papqiu and K u n tl's  tim ely  boon, combined w ith  th e  need to  r id  e a r th  o f i t s  o p p ressiv e  
load o f demons or k § a tr iy a s . In th e  (Ja iv ite  v e rs io n  i t  i s  due to  th e  in so len ce  and 
p rid e  o f su c c e ss iv e  In d ras . However, th e  purpose o f th e  u n b ea rab le  deeds of 
d e s tru c tio n  th e  f iv e  In d ras  a re  to  perform  i s  nowhere sp e c if ie d . In th e  V ai§pav ite  
v e rs io n  th e  Paptjavas a re  only a 'p a r t ' o r 'p o r tio n ' o f th e  God; in th e  £ a iv i te  ve rs ion  
they  would seem to  be th e  f iv e  In d ras  them selves reborn , though lo g ic a lly  th is  
should  mean th a t  th e  In d ra  o f th e  p re se n t f a th e r s  no t a son but h im self!
In o th e r  £ a iv i te  s e c tio n s , K r§pa's d iv in e  o r ig in s  and m ission  upon e a r th  a re  
again  g iven  due reco g n itio n ; but Kp?pa i s  reduced to  th e  p o s it io n  o f being an agen t 
o f <Jiva, ju s t  a s  Brahma had become an agen t o f Vi?pu. Thus in  th e  Dropaparvan i t  is  
r e la te d  th a t  'He th a t  i s  c a lled  N arayapa i s  th e  f i r s t - b o r n  o f even th e  an c ie n t ones. 
And th e  c re a to r  o f th e  u n iv e rse , th e  son o f dftarma, was born (on E arth ) fo r  
accom plishing a pu rpose .'*  But b e fo re  s e t t in g  out to  ach ieve  th i s  purpose, Kp?pa 
undertook  se v e re  tapas  ( tapastT vram S tasth e> on Mount Mainaka. For more than  s ix ty -
1) Ib id .. 189.9-33.
2) Yo asau  n&rSyapo nama purve§Sraapi pu rvaja tj/
A jSyata ca k5ry5rthaip  p u tro  dharm asya v i^vakrt//D ropaparvan , 172.51.
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thousand y e a rs  Kp$oa s to o d  th e re  em acia ting  h im se lf by s u b s is t in g  on a i r  alone. And 
then  he perform ed o th e r  a u s t e r i t i e s  fo r  tw ice  th a t  period , f i l l i n g  th e  space between 
heaven and e a r th  w ith  h is  energy  ( te ja s a ). Through th e s e  a u s te r i t i e s ,  Kpsna 
succeeded in  beholding Rudra, th e  Lord o f th e  u n iv e rse  (Jagatah patlm >, th e  o rig in  o f 
a l l  (.yoniip v igvasya ) and th e  Lord o f a l l  th e  gods (sa rvadeva lrap lgvaram ), who is
exceedingly  d i f f i c u l t  to  see  (bhpgadurdargaipy, and so  on. Then, f i l le d  w ith  devotion
(bhaktimany a t  th e  s ig h t, Kp^tia honoured <.abhitu?favay th e  God w ith  p ra is e s . At the  
conclusion , Kp$ija beseeched £iva: 'P ra ised  (by me), g ra n t me th e  boons I d e s ire  which 
a re  d i f f ic u l t  to  a t t a i n . '1
And so th e  b lu e - th ro a te d  God (nllakapthaft) gave boons th a t  a ssu re d  Kp^iia's 
power and ascendancy in  th e  tr ip le -w o r ld :  '0  N arayaoa, th rough  my g race , amongst
th o se  born o f men, gods and gandharvas, you s h a l l  be o f  im m easurable might and sou l.
N either gods, a su ra s , g r e a t  snakes, p igacas, gandharvas, men, nor rak$asas  s h a l l  be a 
match fo r  you .'2 Having a t ta in e d  th e s e  boons 'th a t  god (N arayaoa) wandered (the 
e a r th )  de lud ing  th e  w orld w ith  h is  s u p e rn a tu ra l  pow er.'3 Now from N araya^a 's  
a u s te r i t i e s ,  th e re  was born a g re a t  muni c a lle d  Nara, who was none o th e r  than  
Arjuna; and in  age a f t e r  age they  took b ir th  fo r  th e  sake  o f th e  o rd e r  and 
m aintenance o f th e  w orlds (lokayatravidhanarthaip  sa ip jaye te  yuge yu ge>.* But the  
power by which Kpgtia achieved  h is  purpose on E arth  was u ltim a te ly  drawn from Qiva,
The Kp?$a ava ta ra  i s  ag a in  su b o rd in a te d  to  £ iva  in  th e  Anugasanaparvan, though 
by a le s s  d i re c t  means. In t h i s  in s ta n c e , Kp§$a o f fe r s  house and h o s p i ta l i ty  to  th e  
g re a t ly  e r r a t i c  and bad-tem pered  s e e r  D urvasas. Kr?pa and h is  w ife  Rukmipl a re  put 
to  th e  s e v e re s t  t e s t ,  bu t endure  a l l  m istrea tm en t w ithou t th e  le a s t  s ig n  o f 
h o s t i l i ty .  D urvasas th en  rew arded them w ith  s u ita b le  boons: a s  long a s  men should  be
1) S udurlabhandeh i var§nm am e§tanabh i§ tu tah  ... ib id .. 172.72.
2) M atprasadanm anu?ye?u devagandharvayonieu /
Apram eyabalatm a tvaip nS rayaoa b h a v i$ y a s i//
Na ca tv a  p ra s a h i? y a n ti  devasuram ahoragS h/
Na p i^acS  na gandharva na n a ra  na ca r5 k $ a sa l) //  ib id .. 172.74-75.
3) Sa e$a  d e v a ijca ra ti mSyaya m ohayah jaga t// ib id .. 172.79,
4) Ib id .. 172.51-81.
211
a tta c h e d  to  food, so  long would they  have a f fe c tio n  fo r  Kpsoa; a s  long as th e i r  
should  be v i r tu e  <pupya) In th e  world, so long should  K r?(ta 's fame (k i r t l s ) la s t ;  
Kp$oa would be very  a g re e a b le  to  a l l  p erso n s Csupriyafr sarvalokasya>, and as long as 
Kpsoa d e s ire d  to  l iv e  he need no t f e a r  d ea th  a s s a i l in g  th o se  p a r t s  o f h is  body 
which he had sm eared w ith  m ilk -r ic e  as  e a r l i e r  in s t ru c te d  by D urvasas <Kp$i>a had 
covered a l l  p a r t s  o f h is  body save  th e  s o le s  o f h is  f e e t ) .1 However, t h i s  brahmin 
s e e r  D urvasas was no o rd in a ry  se e r ;  fo r  i t  is  then  exp la ined  how form erly  Rudra had 
taken  b ir th  a s  D urvasas and liv e d  in  Kp?ija's house a t  D v a ra v a tl.2 Kp?na's fame, 
p o p u la r ity  and (v ir tu a l)  in v u ln e ra b i li ty  a re  then u ltim a te ly  de rived  from £iva.
A d i f f ic u l ty  in  th e s e  accoun ts  i s  th a t  i t  i s  not made fu lly  c le a r  what Q iva's 
purpose is . According to  th e  f i r s t  vers ion , Kp?ija ta k e s  b i r th  on e a r th  fo r  th e  sake 
o f th e  o rd er and m aintenance o f th e  worlds; and we must presum e th a t  in su p p o rtin g  
Kp?$a, $ iva  i s  su p p o rtin g  th e se  ends. However, when Q iva 's a c tio n s  w ith  re s p e c t  to  
th e  c e n tr a l  drama a re  examined, th e re  i s  cause  fo r  doubt as  to  how th e  o rd e r  and 
m aintenance o f th e  w orlds i s  to  be achieved. Ju s t  as Brahma and Vi§pu a re  seen to  
d i re c t  th e  co u rse  o f e v e n ts  th rough  th e i r  o rd inances, boons and t a c t i c a l  
m anipu lation , so is  £ iva  seen  to  d i re c t  ev en ts  th rough  h is  boons, and through  
p e rso n a lly  e n te r in g  th e  f ra y  h im se lf. But th e  d i f f ic u l ty  i s  th a t  in  th e  g re a t  b a t t l e  
and i t s  a fte rm a th , Qiva, th e  d e s tro y e r , f re e ly  b rin g s  d ea th  and d e s tru c tio n  to  both 
s id es . The only c o n s is te n t  e x p lan a tio n  is  th a t  in  th e  (Ja iv ite  view, too, th e  o rd er o f 
th e  t r ip le -w o r ld  i s  to  be achieved  by r id d in g  e a r th  o f i t s  o p p ress iv e  load of 
k p a triya s . T his o f co u rse  presum es th a t  th e re  i s  a c o n s is te n t  exp lana tion  to  be 
found.
In th e  c e n tr a l  drama o f th e  Mahabharata, Qiva s ta n d s  o u t a s  th e  g iv e r  o f 
'dub ious' boons to  th o se  ben t on d e s tru c t iv e  purposes. Some o f  th e se  boons, i t  must 
be adm itted , do f u r th e r  th e  cause  o f  th e  PSodavas. For in s ta n c e , i t  was to  £ iva  th a t  
P rin cess  AmbS tu rn e d  in  he r d e s ire  to  become a man so  th a t  she  could  d e s tro y
1) Anu^Ssanaparvan, 14-4,12-39. 2) Ib id .. 145.34-35.
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Bhlgma; fo r  Bhl?ma had ru ined  h e r  m a r ita l  p ro sp e c ts  by abducting  th e  p r in c e ss  from 
h e r svayaijivara. For fo u rte e n  y e a rs  th e  p r in c e ss  hea ted  up heaven and e a rth  
<tapayamasa rodasD  w ith  h e r a u s te r i t i e s ,  as  w ell as  v is i t in g  many holy herm itages 
and sa c re d  fo rd s. Then Rudra appeared  to  h e r and p ro ffe re d  a boon. She chose 
Bhl$ma's d e fe a t, and Qiva avowed she would become a g re a t  w a rrio r  in th e  house of 
Drupada, and so  s la y  Bhi§ma in b a t t le .  So w hile th e  g re a t  s e e r s  looked on, Amba 
g a th e red  firew ood, made a high pyre, and s e t  f i r e  to  i t .  With h e r h e a r t  b laz in g  w ith 
w rath  (ro?adiptena ce ta sa >, she e n te re d  th e  f i r e  say ing  'fo r  B hIrm a's d e a th ' (uktva  
bhi$ma vadb aye t i>.1
In th e  meantime, King Drupada was a lso  in te n t  on e x a c tin g  revenge on Bhl§ma, 
bu t h is  w ife  was w ithou t sons. T herefo re  Drupada, too, tu rn ed  to  Qiva u ndertak ing  
grim  a u s t e r i t i e s  itapo  ghoraip sam Ssth itah> to  s a t i s f y  ijiva ( to$ayamasa gaipkaram) 
and so o b ta in  a son. In due tim e Qiva appeared and bestow ed a man ch ild  who was a 
woman (s tr ip u m a n ste  bhavlpyatl). Now Drupada re p e a te d ly  p leaded  fo r  a son, bu t £iva 
said : 'I t  is  o rdained . I t  s h a l l  n o t be o therw ise , fo r  so i t  must b e .'12 In th i s  con tex t 
i t  i s  no t e n t i r e ly  c le a r  w hether i t  i s  £iva who a c ts  as  an ag en t of f a te  o rdain ing  
what must be, o r w hether Qiva is  su b o rd in a te  to  what i s  determ ined  by a h igher 
power. W hatever th e  case, th rough  th e se  boons, th e  p r in c e s s  Amba i s  rebo rn  as  
Qikhaodin who, a f t e r  a com plicated  sex u a l tra d e  w ith  an o b lig in g  yak$a, becomes a 
man.3 And Qikhapdin becomes th e  d i re c t  cause  o f Bhi§ma's d ea th  fo r  th e  g ra n d fa th e r  
o f th e  Kurus had vowed never to  f ig h t  a woman.
§iva a lso  h e lp s  th e  P apdava 's  cause  by bestow ing on Arjuna th e  boon o f th e  
d re a d fu l P a^upata  weapon, which a t  th e  end o f th e  age would d e s tro y  th e  e n t i r e  
world. This was by way o f rew ard  a f t e r  Qiva, in  th e  d is g u is e  o f  a m ountain hu n ter, 
had fought a trem endous b a t t l e  w ith  Arjuna to  t e s t  h is  g a l la n tr y .4
On th e  o th e r  hand, when King Jay ad ra th a  was h u m ilia ted  by th e  Papdavas a f t e r
1) See Udyogaparvan, 187.19-188.18.
2) Ib id .. 189.8; and 189.1-8.
3) See ib id .. 192.17-30, 193,1-6.
4) Arapyakaparvan, 40.1-41.26.
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h is  abduction  o f DraupadI, i t  i s  to  Qiva th a t  he too  tu rn s . A fte r  Jay ad ra th a  had 
perform ed se v e re  a u s te r i t i e s ,  £ iva became p leased  Cp r lto )  w ith  him and p ro ffe re d  a 
boon. Jay ad ra th a  chose th a t  he should  be ab le  to  conquer in  b a t t l e  a l l  f iv e  Papglavas 
on th e i r  c h a rio ts . This £ iva re fu se d  fo r  th e  Papqlavas were unconquerable  and 
un slay ab le  in  b a t t le .  In s te a d  Qiva gave him th e  power to  hold o f f  th e  Papdavas in 
b a t t le ,  save Arjuna who was p ro te c te d  by Kp^pa-1 The consequence o f th is  boon was 
th e  d e s tru c tio n  in  b a t t l e  o f Abhimanyu, th e  son o f Arjuna and nephew o f Kp?pa. As 
Y udh i?fh ira  sad ly  lam ented over h is  dead nephew: 'So, t h i s  one o f h igh ly  v ir tu o u s  
n a tu re  went to  h is  o rdained  end .'2
Even more s ig n if ic a n t  i s  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  o r ig in s  o f Duryodhana a re  a lso
a t t r ib u ta b le  to  £iva. A fte r  Duryodhana and h is  s u p p o rte rs , in te n t  on h u m ilia tin g  the
Papdavas in  t h e i r  f o r e s t  r e t r e a t ,  had in  tu rn  been to ta l l y  h u m ilia ted  a t th e  hands
of th e  gandharvas  and th e  Papdavas, th e  king became re so lv e d  on r e l ig io u s  su ic id e
and th e  a tta in m e n t o f heaven. However, th e  d a ity a s  and danavas became d e sp e ra te  a t
th e  in te n tio n  o f t h e i r  p r in c ip a l  ag en t on e a r th . Summoning him to  th e  n e therw orld
<rasa ta lam ) by means o f a m agical r i t e ,  they  s e t  about pumping some f o r t i tu d e  in to
Duryodhana by e n lig h te n in g  him about h is  d iv ine  n a tu re , and about th e  c re a tio n  o f
h is  body. As th ey  exp lained :
Form erly we o b ta in ed  you w ith  ou r a u s t e r i t i e s  from th e  d iv ine  G reat Lord. And 
th e  whole upper p a r t  o f your body was c re a te d  from p i le s  o f diamonds. 
Im penetrab le  to  arrow s and sw ords, your low er body 1© a ls o  f a u l t le s s .  Formed 
of flow ers, i t  was made by th e  Goddess (and) in  form i t  i s  c a p tiv a tin g  to  
women. Thus your body, 0 b e s t o f k ings, i s  conjoined to  both  th e  Lord and the  
Goddess, 0 t ig e r  amongst kings. For you a re  d iv ine , no t human.3
'G reat Lord' may, o f course , be an e p ith e t  fo r e i th e r  Qiva o r Vi^pu; bu t in  th is
co n tex t i t  must r e f e r  to  (Jiva. The re fe re n c e  to  th e  Goddess would f u r th e r  su g g est
1) Ib id .. 256.25-29.
2) Tatab param adharmStm a d ist& ntam upajagm ivan // Dropaparvan, 51.14.
3) Pura tvaip tap asasm ab h irlab d h o  dev5nm ahegvar8t/
PGrvakSyagca s a rv a s te  n irm ito  v a jrasa ijicay a ih //
A stra irabhedyah  gastraigcSpyadhabk& yagca t e  anaghah/
Kptab pu^pamayo devy§ rQ patab s tr lm a n o h a ra b //
Evam iqvarasariiyuktastava deho nppottam a/
Devya ca rS jagSrdO la divyastvaip h i  na m anu?ab // A rapyakaparvan, 240.6-8.
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th is ;  and, in  any case, i f  i t  were not, V i?pu 's a v a ta ra  a s  Kp$pa would make p rec io u s  
l i t t l e  sense.
In some p a r ts  o f th e  te x t ,  £ iva  i s  even p ic tu re d  a s  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  the  
c o n flic t  i t s e l f  so  as  to  b rin g  about a d e s ire d  r e s u l t .  Again, th e  s ig n if ic a n t  po in t 
i s  th a t  Q lva's fo ra y s  b rin g  d e s tru c tio n  to  both s id e s . Thus, in  th e  Dropaparvan, 
Arjuna re c o u n ts  to  th e  sage  Vyasa how, when he was s la y in g  h is  enem ies in b a tt le ,  
he beheld b e fo re  him (.agrato) a person  who was ra d ia n t l ik e  f i r e  <puru$aip 
pavakaprabham'), and whose fe e t  d id  not touch th e  ground. And w heresoever he 
proceeded w ith  h is  b laz ing  lance u p lif te d , A rjuna 's  enem ies were broken ( viglryante  
gatravo me); fo r, because o f h is  energy  (tejasa) thousands o f lan ces  issu e d  from 
th a t  lance. Though A rjuna seemed to  d e s tro y  h is  enemies, fo llow ing  on behind th i s  
being, Arjuna a c tu a lly  only d es tro y e d  th o se  a lread y  d e s tro y e d  by him. Vyasa, of 
course , e x p la in s  th a t  Arjuna had seen  $iva, th a t  m ighty Lord o f a l l  th e  w orlds 
<sarvalokegvarajp prabhurn).1
However, i f  du ring  th e  b a t t l e  Qiva h e lp s  th e  Papdavas to  d e s tro y  th e  Kauravas, 
a f t e r  th e  b a t t l e  Qiva h e lp s  th e  Kaurava rem nants to  d e s tro y  th e  v ic to r io u s  Papd^va 
fo rces . A fte r  Duryodhana had been fo u lly  b rought down in p e rso n a l combat w ith  
Bhlmasena, only Kppa, Kptavarman and D ropa's son Agvattham an rem ained a c tiv e  from 
th e  K auravas' once immense army. As th e  th re e  w a rrio rs  r e s te d  fo r  th e  n ig h t beneath  
a huge banyan t r e e ,  A ^vattham an a lone  rem ained awoke. P ossessed  by w rath  and 
in d ig n a tio n  (krodhamar$avagaip) a t  th e  fo u l t a c t ic s  employed by th e  Papdavas, 
A^vattham an observed  a t e r r ib l e  owl q u ie tly  s la u g h te r  many crows who s le p t  unaware 
in th a t  t r e e .  A^vattham an r e f le c te d  on th i s  t e r r ib l e  deed and concluded th a t  i f  he 
were to  f ig h t  th e  Papdavas f a i r ly  (nySyato) he would never win; but i f  he were to  
u se  d e c e it  Cchadmana) he might y e t succeed. Though A^vatthSman was f u l ly  aware of 
what a - t e r r i b l e  deed s la u g h te r in g  th e  v ic to r io u s  Papdavas in  th e i r  s le e p  would be, 
he consoled h im se lf  w ith  th e  though t th a t  a t  every  s te p  th e  Papdavas had committed
1) Dropaparvan, 173.4-9,
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deeds th a t  were c e n su ra b le  Cn tn d ita n i), con tem ptib le  (k u ts l ta n i ) and d e c e i tfu l  
(.sopadh ani) .1
However, a s  A^vattham an approached th e  Paptfava camp he saw th e  en tran ce  
guarded by a being o f huge form w ith th e  b r i l l ia n c e  o f th e  sun and th e  moon. For 
h is  upper garm ent he wore a black deer skin, and fo r  h is  lower, a blood s ta in e d  
t ig e r - s k in .  For h is  sa c re d  th re a d  and a rm le ts , he wore huge snakes. His face had a 
thousand s tr a n g e  ( v ic l t r a i r ) eyes, w hile h is  wide open mouth looked f e a r f u l  
(bhayavaham') w ith  t e r r ib l e  tu sk s  and b laz ing  flam es of f i r e .  Out o f h is  eyes, h is  
mouth, nose and e a rs , huge flam es came fo r th  <pradurasanmaharci^a}?), and from th o se  
flam es hundreds and thousands o f H r?Ike$as appeared armed w ith  conches, d isc u se s  
and clubs.
Seeing th a t  trem endous v is io n  o f Kp^pa's d iv ine  form, A<gvatthaman f e a r le s s ly
a s s a i le d  i t  w ith  h is  own d iv ine  weapons, bu t a l l  to  no e f f e c t .  And then , when a l l  h is
weapons were sp en t A^vattham an saw th e  sky e n t i r e ly  covered w ith images o f
Janardana.'^  Aqvattham an then  r e f le c te d  on h is  own w ickedness:
This huge being i s  lik e  th e  u p l if te d  d iv ine  rod o f punishm ent. Even observ ing  
<it> in  a l l  ways, I do not rec o g n ise  th is  (being). (But) a s su re d ly  i t  i s  th e  
outcome o f my fo u l d e te rm in a tio n  (which is  founded) in  u n rig h te o u sn e ss . This 
t e r r ib l e  f r u i t  o f (my fo u l d e te rm in a tio n ) has appeared  to  ward me o ff . 
T h erefo re  my ceasin g  from b a t t l e  has been o rdained  by d e s tin y .3
I t  i s  no t e n t i r e ly  c le a r  from th e  te x t  w hether th i s  trem endous image i s  in tended  to
be an a c tu a l  appearance  o f Kp?pa's d iv in e  form, o r a sym bolic m a n ife s ta tio n  o f
A qvattham an's g u i l ty  conscience. W hatever th e  case, A^vattham an was not about to  le t
d iv ine  images and ad v e rse  d e s tin y  d e te r  him. A pprop ria te ly  enough -  fo r  A^vattham an
1) Saup tikaparvan , 1.32-49.
2) Apa^yatkrtam aka^am anakS^aip ja n a rd a n a il) //  ib id .. 6.17.
3) Idaip ca sumahadbhutaip daivadaptfam ivodyatam /
Na c a itad a b h ija n a m i c in tay an n ap i s a r v a th a / /
Dhruvarp yeyamadharme me p ra v p ttS  k a lu ?§  m atih /
Tasyal? phalamidarp ghoraqi pratighataya dp^yate//
Tadidaqi da ivav ih ita ip  mama saipkhye n iv artan am / ib id .. 6 .29-31.
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was a p a r t ic le  o f  (Jiva -  he sought th e  p ro te c tio n  (farapa/p) o f th e  pow erfu l 
Mahadeva 'fo r  he w ill  d e s tro y  th i s  t e r r ib l e  rod o f d iv in e  pun ishm en t.'1
So, a f t e r  laud ing  th e  g re a t  God w ith  v a rio u s  p ra is e s , A ^vattham an o ffe re d  up to  
Qiva th e  u ltim a te  s a c r i f i c i a l  o f fe r in g , th a t  o f h is  own body. Seeing him s tan d in g  
w ith in  th e  flam es a s  th e  o f fe r in g  w ith  h is  arms u p lif te d , th e  sm iling  (Aasan) 
Mahadeva appeared  to  him, and sa id : 'With t ru th ,  p u r ity , honesty , ren u n c ia tio n , 
a u s te r i t i e s ,  r e s t r a in t s ,  p a tien ce , devotion , constancy, though t and word, I have been 
p roperly  w orshipped by Kp$pa o f pu re  deeds. T h erefo re  th e re  i s  none d e a re r  to  me 
than  Kpspa,'2 And i t  was to  honour Kp?pa (kurvata  ta sya  saipmanaip) th a t  he had 
p ro te c te d  th e  Pancalas, However, £ iva  concluded: 'But they  have been overcome by 
Time; now th e re  i s  no l i f e  l e f t  to  them .'3 Then £iva e n te re d  th e  body ( tanum avivega) 
of A^vattham an, and gave him a m ost e x c e lle n t sword (khangamuttamam); and, 'now 
possessed  by th e  Lord, he b lazed  m ig h tily  w ith  e n e rg y .'4 And many in v is ib le  be ings 
and ra k $ a sa s  accompanied Aijvatthaman a s  he went f o r th  lik e  th e  Lord h im se lf 
<.sak$adlvegvaram'). Then A^vattham an moved th rough  th e  camp k i l l in g  a l l  th e  m ighty 
Papglava fo rc e s  e i th e r  w ith  h is  sword, o r w ith  h is  hands and f e e t  a s  i f  they  were 
an im als.6 Only th e  a b sen t Kp§pa, SS tyak i and Papqiava b ro th e rs  rem ained a liv e .
There i s  no doubt th a t  in  th e s e  t e r r ib l e  deeds, A$vattham an i s  m erely th e  
in stru m en t o f £ iv a 's  d e s tru c t iv e  d iv in e  power.® But o f s p e c ia l  in t e r e s t  i s  th e  
im agery used to  d e sc rib e  A^vattham an. According to  th e  te x t ,  'o f  t e r r ib l e  appearance,
1) Daivadaptfamimarp ghorarp sa  h i  me n a $ a y i? y a t i / /  ib id .. 6.32. Also see  6 .32-34.
2) S a ty a ^ a u c a r ja v a ty a g a is ta p a sa  nlyamena c a /
K $antya bhak tya  ca dhp tya  ca buddhya ca vacasa  t a t h a / /
Yath avadaham 5 r addhab kp §pen a k l i  ?takarm apa /
Tasm ^digtatam ab kp§padanyo mama na v id y a te //  ib id .. 7 .60-61 .
3) A bh ibhu tastu  k a len a  n a ig a m ad y a s ti j lv i ta m //  ib id .. 7.63.
4) A th a v if to  bhagavata  bhuyo ja jv a la  t e j a s a /  ib id .. 7.65.
5) Ib id .. 7.66.
6) Note, too , th a t  Kp?pa l a t e r  e x p la in s  to  Y udh i^ th ira  th a t  Aqvattham an could s in g le  
handedly s la y  a l l  th e se  m ighty w a rrio rs  only because he had sought th e  help
(JagSma garaoaip) o f Mahadeva, th e  e te r n a l  God o f  gods. (Sauptikaparvan , 17.1-7) 
Kp§pa a ls o  a s s u re s  Y u dh i^ th ira  th a t  'th a t  was no t done by th e  son o f Dropa. I t  
(was) th rough  th e  g rac e  o f MahSdeva.' (na h i  ta d d ra u p in a  kptam / M ahadevaprasSdab 
sa  ... ib id .. 18.26)
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he moved about in  th e  camp lik e  T im e';1 and, 'a l l  h is  lim bs wet w ith  blood, he was 
lik e  Death b e g o tte n  by Time.'3 Even more v iv id ly , A ^vattham an i s  seen  to  re p re s e n t 
th e  d read  goddess o f d e s tru c tio n : 'They saw th e  Night o f a l l - d e s t ro y in g  Time, a 
black goddess w ith  bloody eyes and mouth, w earing red  g a rla n d s  and a s in g le  red  
garm ent, w ith  h a ir  tu f te d  and a noose in  her hand.13 On o th e r  n ig h ts , too, s ince  th e  
beginning o f th e  b a t t le ,  th e  lead ing  Paodava w a rrio rs  had seen  in  t h e i r  dreams th is  
dread  f ig u re  lead ing  away w a rrio rs  from th e i r  s leep , w ith  D rona's son c o n s ta n tly  
s t r ik in g  them down. And so, 'D ropa's son s tru c k  down a f te rw a rd s  th o se  p rev io u s ly  
s la in  by fa te . '*  From th e  po in t o f view of th e  v ic tim s, i t  would seem th a t  Qiva's 
d e s tru c t iv e  d iv in e  power c o n s t i tu te s  th e  d read  w orkings o f dark  fa te .
Many o f th e  s ta te m e n ts  in  th e  Mahabharata concern ing  p re d e s t in a tio n  a re
a t t r ib u te d  no t to  one o f th e  th re e  g re a t  Gods, bu t to  p e rso n a lise d  a b s tra c t io n s ,
e sp e c ia lly  th e  P lace r (Dhatp) and th e  O rdainer (Vidhatp). These term s would seem to
be t ra c e a b le  to  th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n  where Dhatp and V idhatp  belong to  a group of
so -c a lle d  a b s tr a c t  ag en t o r fu n c tio n a l gods whose names e x p re ss  th e  fu n c tio n  which
they  perform . According to  Keith, th e  o r ig in  o f th e se  agen t gods i s  as  fo llow s:
In a l l  th e  c a se s  which a re  to  be found in  th e  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e  we a re  ab le  to  
say w ith  a f a i r  deg ree  o f  p la u s ib i l i ty  th a t  th e  concep tion  formed i t s e l f  from
th e  u se  o f th e  e p ith e t  in  q u e s tio n  in  th e  f i r s t  p lace  o f some co n c re te  god,
and then, a f t e r  den o tin g  th a t  d e ity  in  th e  s p e c ia l  f ie ld  o f ac tio n , i t  was 
g rad u a lly  made in to  a s e p a ra te  d e ity  concerned m erely w ith  th e  sp h ere  of 
a c tio n  in  question.®
However popu lar some agen t gods such a s  T va§ tr and P ra ja p a t i  may have become,
Dhatp and V idhatp  were only o f 'v e ry  minor im portance ':
Dhatp, th e  c re a to r , i s  a developm ent, only found abou t a dozen tim es, and only 
once o u ts id e  th e  te n th  book, o f  th e  e p ith e t  c re a to r ,  ap p lie d  to  Ind ra  or 
Vi^vakarman, and o f te n  used o f th e  p r ie s ts  a s  e s ta b l is h e r s  o f th e  s a c r i f ic e .
He i s  th e  c re a to r  o f th e  heaven, a ir ,  e a r th , sun and moon, i s  besought to  
g ran t o ffsp r in g , a c le a r  eye, a  len g th  o f days, and in  th e  post-V edic  period  
is  a synonym o f Brahman o r P ra ja p a t i  a s  th e  a ll-g o d . V idh§tp, 'd isp o s e r ',  i s  
used w ith  Dhatp a s  an e p ith e t  o f Ind ra  and Vi^vakarman once each: i t  in  two 
enum erations a t t a in s  a s l ig h t  existence,®
1) Sa ghorarOpo v y acara tk S la v a cc h ib ire , ib id .. 8.44.
2) R udh irok$ itasarvafigah  k S la sp s ta  iv5ntaka!> // ib id .. 8.39.
3) Kaliin raktasyanayanSiji rak tam alyanu lepanam /
RaktambaradharSmekaipi pS^ahastaip ^ ikhaod in lm //
Dadpijuli k51ar5 triiji t e  ... ib id .. 8 .64-65 .
4) T ah stu  daivahat5np0rvaip  pa^cS d d rau ijirn y ap S tay a t/ ib id .. 8,68,
5) A.B. K eith, The R elig ion  and Philosophy of th e  Veda and U panishads. v o l .l ,  p .203.
6) Ib id .. p .206,
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Given th a t  they  a re  o f l i t t l e  im portance in  th e  Vedic l i t e r a tu r e ,  D hatr and 
VidhStp a re  perhaps m entioned w ith  some frequency  whenever g rou p in g s o f Vedic gods 
a re  m entioned in  th e  Epic. For in s ta n c e , when Vai^aippayana re c o u n ts  in th e  Adiparvan 
th e  o r ig in  o f a l l  c re a tu r e s  he m entions th a t  th e  tw elve A dityas, who include  Dhatp, 
were born from A d it i ,1 In th e  very  nex t ch ap te r Vai^aippayana e x p la in s  -  w ithou t any 
h in t o f in co n s is te n c y  -  th a t  D hatr and V idhatp were sons o f Brahma.2 As th e  o th e r  
Vedic gods a re  a t  b e s t  only g randsons, i t  i s  a p o s it io n  o f s u rp r is in g  eminence fo r 
th e se  seem ingly obscure  Vedic gods, During th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  Khapdava F o rest 
by Agni, th e  s e e r  M andapala p ra is e s  th e  God o f F ire  so  th a t  he would sp a re  th e  
s e e r 's  fo u r f le d g lin g  sons, th e  Qarngaka b ird s . In h is  p ra ise , M andapala id e n t i f ie s  
Agni w ith  v a rio u s  Vedic gods, in c lud ing  Dhatp.3 Dhatp, too, s ta n d s  up w ith  many 
o th e r  Vedic gods to  g re e t  th e  b i r th  o f Arjuna.'* On t h e i r  to u r  o f th e  tTrthas, th e  
Papdavas come to  th e  Ford o f £u rp arak a  where they  saw th e  holy p laces  o f v a rio u s  
Vedic gods, ag a in  in c lu d in g  Dhatp.s  And along w ith  Ind ra , T vastP  and Dhatp a re  
m entioned as  th e  makers o f th e  c e le s t i a l  f la g  th a t  adorned A rjuna 's  c h a r io t .6 Dhatp 
and V idhatp  a re  both  l i s t e d  am ongst th e  v a rio u s  Vedic gods who a tte n d  Skanda's 
in v e s t i tu r e  as  g e n e ra l  o f th e  god’s  army; and they  too  g ive  Skanda v a rio u s  
a t te n d a n ts  <anucarSn) fo r  h is  army.^ In th e  £antlparvan , A rjuna le c tu re s  Y udhis’tM ra  
th a t  i t  i s  only th e  gods who k i l l  th a t  a re  w orshipped by men. Dhatp i s  included  
amongst th o se  who do no t k i l l ,  and hence who a re  no lo nger worshipped.® E lsew here 
in th e  Qantiparvan  th e  tw elve A dityas a re  m entioned, in c lud ing  Dhatp, in a n o th e r  
l i s t in g  o f Vedic gods.3 In th e  Anugasanaparvan, Dhatp i s  am ongst th e  v a rio u s  Vedic 
gods who come to  se e  th e  new ly-born Skanda.10
In th e se  in s ta n c e s , DhStp and V idhatp  a re  m erely members o f  th e  Vedic pack, so
1) Adiparvan, 59 .14-15 ,
3) Ib id .. 220.29.
5) A rapyakaparvan, 118.11-12.
7) (Jalyaparvan, 44.4,35,38.
9) Ib id ., 201.15.
2) Ib id .. 60.49.
4) Ib id .. 114,55.
6) Udyogaparvan, 55.7.
8) Q Sntiparvan, 15.17-18.
10) A nu^asanaparvan, 86.15.
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to  speak. E lsew here, though, Vedic Dhatp and V idhatp seem to  em erge to  an in d iv id u a l 
p o s itio n  in  t h e i r  own r ig h t .  Thus in  one o f th e  c re a tio n  myths in  th e  $antiparvan , i t  
i s  d esc rib ed  how Vi$pu brought abou t th e  tr ip le -w o r ld . A fte r  d e sc rib in g  th e  c re a tio n  
of th e  fo u r varpas, i t  i s  reco u n ted  how Vi§pu made Dhatp th e  lo rd  and o v e rse e r  o f 
a l l  b e in g s .1 And when Arjuna s e t s  o f f  to  seek  weapons from Ind ra  and th e  gods, 
Draupadi say s  over him: ’Homage to  Dhatp and V idhatp, go in  s a f e ty  and h e a l th . '2 In 
th e  Mok$adharma i t  i s  m entioned: 'The S e lf-C re a te d  <God) a t  f i r s t  c re a te d  Dhatp, 
honoured in  th e  w orlds. Dhatp c re a te d  an only son who was devoted  to  th e  
m ain ta in ing  o f c r e a tu r e s . '3 And in  th e  Dropaparvan, when Duryodhana goes fo r th  to  
b a t t l e  Arjuna, Dropa c a l l s  down upon him th e  good luck (s v a s t i ) o f Brahma, th e  
tw ice-bo rn , th e  s e e rs , Lak?ml, A rundhatl, th e  re g e n ts  o f th e  q u a r te rs ,  K artlkeya, and 
Dhatp and V idhatp ,4 Again, th is  would su g g e s t a  p o s itio n  o f in d iv id u a l prominence 
fo r  th e se  gods d e riv ed  from th e i r  a b s tr a c t  fu n c tio n  as o rd a in e rs  and m ain ta in e rs .
In th e se  In s ta n c es , Dhatp and V idhatp a re  s e p a ra te  and p e rso n a l gods, though to  
what e x te n t Clf a t  a l l )  th ey  were f e l t  to  be in d iv id u a l a c tiv e  gods w ith  th e  power 
to  help  men i t  i s  no t p o s s ib le  to  say. However, o f te n  Dhatp and V idhatp  a re  mere 
e p i th e ts  o f one o f th e  g re a t  Gods, be i t  Qiva,e Vi$pu,s  Kp$pa,7 o r Brahma.e This 
occu rs e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  v a rio u s  s to t r a s  where th e  g re a t  God being  p ra ise d  i s  o f te n  
id e n t if ie d  in  a  p a n th e is t ic  fash io n  w ith  v a rio u s  a s p e c ts  o f th e  un iverse . In o th e r  
c o n te x ts  -  though no form al id e n t i f ic a t io n  is  made -  th e  term s Dhatp and V idhatp 
may be e p i th e ts  used  o f th e  g re a t  Gods in  th e i r  c a p ac ity  a s  o rd a in e rs  o f what must 
happen o r be. O ften, i t  would seem, th e  God Brahma e s p e c ia lly  could ju s t  as  re a d ily  
be s u b s t i tu te d .
1) Adhyakgaip sarvabhutanaip  d h S tS ram akaro tp rabhuh // Q an tiparvan , 200.33.
2) Namo d h a tr e  v id h S tre  ca s v a s t i  gaccha hyanamayam/ Arapyakaparvan, 38.25,
3) Svayaipbhuraspjaccagre dha ta ra ip  lokapu jitam /
D hatSspjatputram ekaip prajSnSqi dhSrape ra ta ra / /  £ 5 n tip a rv an , 282.10.
4) Dropaparvan, 69 .41-46 .
5) AnugSsanaparvan, 15.31, 16.22, 17.47, 18.22, 145.39.
6) Ib id .. 135.18,35,64, Arapyakaparvan, 187.6.
7) Arapyakaparvan, 13.19, Bhi§maparvan, 62.32,
8) £ 5 n tip a rv an , 327.84, A nu^asanaparvan, 106.41.
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For in s ta n c e , when Duryodhana took s h e l t e r  beneath  th e  w a te rs  o f a lake  a t  th e  
end o f th e  g re a t  b a t t le ,  Y udhi?^hira  adm onishes him th a t  th e  forem ost duty  c re a te d  
by th e  g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  P lace r <prathamo dharma!) sp$to dhatrS  mahatmana) fo r  
kpatriyas  was b ravery  in b a t t l e .1 And when Duryodhana was su b seq u en tly  s tru c k  down 
in  th e  b a t t l e  o f c lu b s  w ith  Bhlma, he lam ents th a t  th e  co n d itio n  o f m o rta lity  had 
been o rdained  by th e  P lacer (.dhatra nlrdl$tah ).£ In th e  Qantiparvan, Arjuna exp la in s 
to  th e  g r ie f - r id d e n  Y udh i$ th ira  th a t  punishm ent was o rdained  by th e  P lacer to  
p ro te c t  dharma and p r o f i t ;3 w hile Vyasa counsels  Y udh ig th ira  th a t  he had been 
c re a te d  by th e  P lace r to  perform  a c tio n .4 E lsew here, i t  i s  sa id  th a t  'Form erly the  
O rdainer made o rd inances r e la t in g  to  th e  t o t a l i t y  o f  th e  world. The h ig h e s t conduct 
o f th e  v ir tu o u s  was fix ed  in  th e  cau se  o f dharma which i s  s u b t le . '5 And when Indra 
bestow s on th e  snake Sumukha th e  boon o f a very  long l i f e ,  Garuda b i t t e r ly
complains: 'The P lacer, who i s  th e  Lord o f a l l  c re a tu re s , has, ever s in ce  th e  c re a tio n
of a l l  c re a tu re s , o rdained  my su sten an ce . Why should you p rev en t h is  p u rpose? '5.
In th e se  in s ta n c e s , Dhatp and V idhatp (or most p robab ly  Brahma) o rd a in  or
p rede term ine  some r u le  o r e d ic t . However, in  y e t o th e r  c o n te x ts  th e  term s D hatr and 
V idhatp seem to  be used  in  a r a th e r  d i f f e r e n t  fash ion . For h e re  they  r e f e r  to  an 
a ll-p o w e rfu l  p e rso n a l 'fo rc e ' th a t  p red e te rm in es  e v e n ts  from m otives which a re  
in sc ru ta b le , c a p ric io u s , and a rb i t r a ry ,  Man i s  reduced to  a pow erless m ario n e tte  w ith 
th e  co u rse  o f e v e n ts  e n t i r e ly  p rede term ined  by a power beyond h is  c o n tro l. In th is  
view, p re d e s t in a tio n  i s  a th eo ry  abou t puppets  and s tr in g s .
One example i s  th e  a n c ien t h is to ry  ( itih a sa  puratana) o f a d isc o u rse  between th e  
g re a t  a s t/ra  Namucl, who had lo s t  a l l  h is  p ro sp e r ity , and th e  king o f gods, Indra. The 
d isc o u rse  b eg in s  w ith  Ind ra  c u rio u s  a s  to  w hether th e  g re a t  asura g riev ed  o r not a t
1) £alyaparvan , 30.34, 2) Ib id .. 64.22.
3) Daod° v id h a tr a  v ih ito  d h a rm a rth a v ab h irak ? itu m // (Jan tiparvan , 15,35.
4) Yath5 sp § to  a s i  kaun teya  d h 5 tr5  karm asu ta tk u r u /  ib id .. 27.32,
5) Lokasajjigrahasaipyuktaiji v id h B tra  v ih itaq i p u r5 /
Suk?m adharm 5rthaniyataip satSip ca ritam u ttam am // ib id .. 251.25.
6) N isa rg a tsa rv ab h u tan a iji sarvabhQ te^vareoa me/
Aharo v ih ito  d h a tr a  kimarthaip v a ry a te  tv a y a / /  Udyogaparvan, 103.4.
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h is  lo sse s . Namuci f i r s t  e x p la in s  th e  f u t i l i t y  o f g r ie f  and sorrow , which were
in ju r io u s  to  both  body and m ind.1 Then th e  a su ra  a rg u e s  th a t  g r i e f  and sorrow  were
in any case  p o in tle s s , fo r  man was n o t a  f re e  agen t. Man was a pow erless being
moved by a w i l l  which was pow erfu l and in sc ru ta b le :
There i s  one R uler (only) -  w ithou t a second -  who d i r e c ts  men ly ing  (even) 
in  th e  womb. Like w ater down a s lope , I move a s  I  am d ire c te d  by Him. ... What 
one i s  to  a t t a in  th a t  one c e r ta in ly  does a t ta in .  And th a t  which i s  to  happen, 
th a t  indeed w ill  happen. One must re p e a te d ly  dw ell in  w hatever womb th e  
P lacer b inds one. One does no t choose o n ese lf . ... Not by m antras, s tre n g th , 
power, in te l l ig e n c e , o r manly e f f o r t  can a m o rta l a t t a in  what i s  not to  be 
a tta in e d . What i s  th e re  fo r  lam en ta tio n  in  th is ?  Since b e fo re  (my) b i r th  th e  
P lacer had o rdained  what I  w il l  c e r ta in ly  experience . (T herefo re) what can 
dea th  do to  me? One a t t a in s  only what i s  to  be a tta in e d . One goes only where 
one i s  to  go. One a t t a in s  only th o se  sorrow s and joys th a t  one i s  to  a t ta in .  
That man who knows th is  in  f u l l  i s  not deluded .3
King Y ayati, c a s t  from heaven fo r  th e  s in  o f p rid e , i s  an o th e r  to  r e f l e c t  on th e  
power o f th e  D isposer, which i s  e x e rc ise d  th rough  fa te . And b e fo re  th is  a l l ­
c o n tro llin g  power, man can only adopt an a t t i t u d e  o f in d if fe re n c e  and re s ig n a tio n :
In th e  world o f th e  l iv in g  th e  many and v a rio u s  c re a tu re s  depend on f a te  
(and) t h e i r  s t r iv in g  and a c tio n s  a re  f r u i t l e s s .  W hatever he a t t a in s  th e  w ise 
(man) should  no t be d is tu rb e d , (fo r)  th rough  h is  knowledge o f th e  so u l he 
deems f a te  th e  s tro n g e r . For a c re a tu re  g a in s  h ap p in ess  o r s u f fe r in g  
dependent on fa te , no t th rough  h is  own powers. T h erefo re , knowing f a te  i s  
s tro n g e r  he i s  never d i s t r e s s e d  and never r e jo ic e s . ... The w ise (man) should 
ever rem ain in d if fe r e n t .  ... In danger, 0 A$taka, I a® never bew ildered; my 
mind i s  never d is tr e s s e d . As th e  P lace r o rd a in s  fo r  me in  ( th is )  world, th a t  I 
know w ill  su re ly  be.3
1) Q antiparvan , 219 .1 -5 .
2) Ekal) $ 5 s ta  na d v itiy o  a s t i  ^ a s t a
garbhe ^ayanaiji puru^aiji $ a s t i  ( ja s ta /
Tenanu<ji$tab pravaijSdivodakaiji
y a th a  n iyuk to  asm! t a th a  vaham i// (8)
Y atha y a th § sy a  prSptavyarp prSpnotyeva t a th a  t a t h a /
Bhavitavyaiji y a th a  yacca bhavatyeva t a th a  t a t h a / /  (10)
Y atra  y a tra iv a  saipyunkte d h 5 ta  garbhaip punah punal}/
T a tra  t a t r a iv a  v a s a t l  na y a tr a  sv a y am icc h a ti//  (11)
Na m an trab a lav lry eo a  p rajfiaya  pauru?eoa vS /
Alabhyaip la b h a te  m a r ty a s ta t r a  ka p a rid e v an S // (20)
Y adevam anujatasya d h a tS ro  vidadhulj p u rS /
TadevanubhavigySm i kiiji me mptyuh k a r i ? y a t i / /  (21)
Labdhavy5nyeva la b h a te  gantavySnyeva g a c c h a ti/
P raptavySnyeva pr& pnoti duhkhani ca sukh&ni c a / /  (22)
E ta d v id itv a  k a rtsn y e n a  yo na m uhyati mSnaval)/ ib id .. 219 ,8 ,10 -11 ,20 -23 .
3) N anabhava bahavo jiv a lo k e
d a ivS dh lna  n a s -ta c ss tad h ik S rS h /
T a tta tp ra p y a  na v ih an y e ta  d h iro
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T herefo re , acco rd ing  to  YaySti, one should  be th e  same in  fo r tu n e  and m isfo rtu n e  fo r
i t  i s  th e  P lace r who d ec id es  th ro u g h  th e  fo rc e  o f f a te .
The f u l l e s t ,  and most im passioned, d isc u ss io n  o f th e  p red e te rm in in g  powers of
th e  d iv in e  P lacer o ccu rs  in an exchange betw een D raupadi and Y udh i$ th ira  du ring  the
Papdavas' f o r e s t  e x ile . As th e  g r i e f - f i l l e d  Papdavas s i t  around th e  f i r e  in  th e
evening, t h e i r  beloved Cpriya )  D raupadi, in  t ru e  w ife ly  fash ion , suddenly  p ou rs  out
her angu ish  and sorrow . D raupadi f i r s t  re c o u n ts  th e  c ru e l  and e v i l  behav iour of
Duryodhana and h is  co h o rts , and th en  r e c a l l s  Y u d h i§ th ira 's  form er g lo ry  and com forts
as  a m ighty king, and compares th i s  to  h is  c u rre n t lowly p o s itio n . Then she p o in ts
to  th e  s u f f e r in g s  o f h is  b ro th e rs ; who, l ik e  Yudhiptyiira, d id  not deserve  th e
d isco m fo rts  o f th e  f o r e s t ,1
Having worked h e r s e l f  up, D raupadi p ro g re s se s  from sorrow ing  fo r  Y u d h i$ th ira 's
fa l le n  s ta tu s ,  to  b e ra tin g  him fo r  no t doing any th ing  abou t i t ;  and fo r  not showing
th e  anger one would expect. D escrib ing  th e  m ise rie s  o f h is  b ro th e rs  and h e r s e l f ,  she
rep e a te d ly  ch a llen g es : 'Why d o e sn 't your anger grow?' <kasmanmanyurna vardhate>.2
With s ig n s  o f m ounting f r u s t r a t io n  a t  Y u d h i^ th ira 's  im p e r tu rb a b ility , D raupadi
concludes w ith  a re p u d ia tio n  o f h is  r ig h t  to  be even c a lle d  a w arrio r:
S ure ly  th e re  i s  no anger in  you, 0 b e s t o f th e  B h ara tas , s ince , looking a t 
your b ro th e rs  and a t  me, your mind does not re e l . There i s  no k $ a tr iy a  known 
in th e  world who i s  w ithou t anger, (and) who does not speak ou t. In you, a 
k$atrlya>  I now se e  th e  opposite . A k p a tr iya  who does no t d isp lay  h is  
a u th o r i ty  when th e  ( r ig h t)  tim e comes, 0 P a rth a , a l l  c re a tu r e s  d esp ise  him him 
fo rev e r. T h e re fo re  by no means roust you show fo rb ea ran ce  tow ards your
d ista ip  b a liy a  i t i  m atvatroabuddhya//
Sukhaip h i  ja n tu ry a d i v a p i dufrkhaip
daivadhinaip v in d a t i  nS tm agak tya/ 
tasm addistaiJi balavanmanyamano
na sa ip jvarennap i h p ? y e tk a d a c i t / /
Dubkhe na tapyenna sukhena hp?ye t
samena v a r te ta  sad a iv a  d h ira h /
D i^aip  b a liy a  i t i  manyamano
na sa ip jvarennap i hp ? y e tk a d a c i t / /
Bhaye na muhyamya$takahaip k a d a c it
saip tapo me manaso n a s t i  k a ^ c it /
D hata ya thS  m5rp v id a d h a ti  loke
dhruvaip tathSharp b h a v ite t i  m a tv a //  Adiparvan, 84 .6 -9 .
1) A rapyakaparvan, 28 .1 -18 .
2) kasmanmanyurna v a rd h a te , e.g. ib id .. 28.19-32.
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enemies; fo r, w ithou t doubt, i t  i s  only through  a u th o r i ty  th a t  they  can be 
s tru c k  down,1
Y u d h i? ih ira  c o u n te rs  D raupad l's  em otion w ith  a calm and co n sid e red  homily on th e  
e v ils  o f anger and th e  v i r tu e  o f s e l f - c o n t ro l .  There was no end, exp la ined  
Y udh i? ih ira , to  th e  e v il  an angry man could do. An angry man was capab le  of 
d e sp is in g  h is  b e t te r s ,  and even o f s la y in g  th o se  who shou ld  be ven era ted . He would 
harm th e  innocen t and honour th e  g u i lty . He was capable  o f say in g  and doing 
any th ing . As a r e s u l t ,  th e  angry  man would h u r l  h im se lf  in to  th e  abode o f Yama and 
never a t t a in  p ro sp e r ity . Only th e  man who c o n tro lle d  h is  anger would a t t a in  w e ll­
being. P erce iv ing  th e se  e v ils , th e  w ise who d e s ire  th e  h ig h e s t  good (paramaip greyafyy, 
conquer t h e i r  w rath . T herefo re , concluded Y udh ie th ira , h is  anger did not r is e .  'How', 
he asked, 'can one l ik e  me le t  lo o se  an anger which d e s tro y s  th e  w orld .'2
And c o n tra ry  to  what D raupadi im plied, i t  was only th e  s e l f - c o n t ro l le d  man who 
was capable  o f e x e rc is in g  r e a l  a u th o r ity , no t th e  angry man. I t  was only th e  
ig n o ran t who m istook anger fo r  a u th o r ity . P a tience  (.kpamavato), t r u th  (satyam), 
m ildness (anp^ansata) were th e  v i r tu e s  Yudhi?1;hira commended. I f  everyone offended  
or h u r t  were to  s t r ik e  back then  a l l  sen se  o f s o c ia l  o rd e r  would break  down. W ithout 
p a tien ce  th e re  would be no peace in  th e  world fo r  anger was th e  ro o t o f war. 'In  
such <a w orld)', Y udhi?^hira  cau tioned , 'a l l  th e se  c re a tu re s  would p e rish  a t  once, 0 
Draupadi. Anger, then, i s  fo r  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f c re a tu r e s  and fo r  n o n -ex is ten ce . The 
b i r th  and e x is te n c e  o f c re a tu r e s  goes on (only) because in  t h i s  world (people) a s  
p a tie n t  a s  th e  e a r th  a re  to  be se e n .13 Y u d h is th ira  hoped th a t  under th e  u rg in g  o f
1) Nunarii ca ta v a  n a iv a s t i  m an y u rb h ara tasa ttam a/
Y atte  b h rS tp i^ c a  mSiji ca iva  dps^va na v y a th a te  m anab//
Na nirm anyub k g a tr iy o  a s t i  loke nirvacanaip smptam/
Tadadya tv a y i  pa^yam i k § a tr iy e  v ip a r l ta v a t / /
Yo na d a r^ a y a te  te ja b  k § a tr iy a b  k51a a g a te /
Sarvabhut& ni taip p a r th a  sad5  p a r ib h a v a n ty u ta //
T a ttvayS  na k§am§ k5ry§  < ;a trunp ra ti kathaipcana/
T e jasa iv a  h i  t e  $aky§ nihanturp n S tra  saip9ayab// ib id .. 28.33-36; a lso  29.33-35.
2) Tatkathaip madp^al? krodham utsp jellokana^anam // ib id .. 30.3; s e e  30.1-7 .
3) Tal? k § iy e ra n p ra j5 b  sa rv a b  k§ipraiji d raupad i ta d p g e /
TasmeinmanyurvinS^aya prajanam abhavSya c a / /
Y asm attu  loke dp^yante keamiflah ppthivisam & b/
Tasmajjanma ca bhutanam  bhava^ca p ra t ip a d y a te / /  ib id .. 30 .30-31 .
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th e  Kuru e ld e rs , Duryodhana would r e tu r n  th e i r  kingdom, T h erefo re , i f  he a t  le a s t  
follow ed th e se  v i r tu e s  -  o f which Duryodhana was q u i te  incapab le  -  then  th e  c o n f l ic t  
and m utual d e s tru c tio n  th a t  th re a te n e d  th e  B h a ra ta s  in  t h i s  t e r r ib l e  tim e could be 
av e rted . W hatever th e  case, Y u d h i? th ira  had f u l l  confidence  th a t  th e  v ir tu e s  he 
abided by would re c e iv e  t h e i r  p roper rew ard: 'Of th o se  hav ing  p a tien ce , th is  i s  th e ir  
world, and so  a ls o  i s  th e  nex t, In th i s  w orld they  a t t a in  honour, and h e re a f te r  (they 
go) th e  good way. Those men whose anger i s  alw ays conquered by ( th e ir )  p a tien ce , 
they ( a t ta in )  th e  h ig h er w orlds; th e re fo re  p a tie n ce  i s  con sid e red  suprem e.''1
Now D raupadi -  w ith  s ig n s  o f m ounting e x a sp e ra tio n  -  w ill  have none o f  th is ,
and u se s  Y u d h i^ h ir a 's  own example to  r id ic u le  h is  assum ption  abou t th e  rew ards of
pa tien ce , and g e n tle n e s s , to  be ob ta in ed  th rough  u n fa il in g  adherence to  dharma. For
i f  v ir tu o u s  ends w ere ob ta ined  th rough  th e se  v ir tu o u s  means, th en  Y udhi?^hira above
a l l  should  have o b ta in ed  a v ir tu o u s  end. Y u d h is th jra  had ab ided  by and p ro te c te d  th e
dharma -  bu t i t  had no t p ro te c te d  him. T herefo re , Y u d h i$ th ira 's  assumed connection
betw een v ir tu o u s  behav iour and v ir tu o u s  rew ards was no t so, g iv en  what had
b e fa llen . The only  excuse  D raupadi could find  fo r  Y u d h is th ira 's  view s was th a t  h is
mind had been deluded  by th e  P lace r and th e  O rdainer.
Homage to  th e  P lacer and th e  O rdainer who have deluded you. While you should 
follow  th e  way in h e r i te d  from your f a th e r  and g ra n d fa th e r , your mind has been 
drawn a n o th e r  way. I f  t h i s  unendurab le  ca lam ity  b e fe l l  you, 0 B h§rata, which 
n e ith e r  you nor your very  pow erfu l b ro th e rs  deserved , then , in th is  world i t  
i s  n o t th rough  dharma, g e n tle n e ss , p a tie n ce  o r r e c t i tu d e  ( th a t)  a man o b ta in s  
success , (and) never th rough  compassion. ... I b e lie v e  you would abandon 
Bhimasena, Arjuna, th e  tw in sons o f M adrI, and m yself -  bu t no t th e  dharma, 1 
have hea rd  from th e  noble ones ( th a t)  th e  dharma, i f  p ro te c te d , p r o te c ts  a 
king who g u ard s  th e  dharmar, bu t I th in k  i t  does no t p ro te c t  you.2
1) Kgamavatamayaip lokah p a ra^ca lv a  k?am avatSm /
Iha saipmanampcchanti p a ra t r a  ca (jubhaip g a tlm //
Ye$aip manyurmanu$yao5ip k§amaya n ih a ta lj sad a /
Te?aip p a ra ta r e  lo k S s ta sm a tk ^ an til)  p a ra  m a ts / /  ib id .. 30 .42-43 .
2) Namo d h a tre  v id h S tre  ca yau moharp c a k ra tu s ta v a /
P itp p a itam ah e  v p t te  voqihavye t e  anyathS  m a tih //
Neha dharm SnrsahsySbhyaip na k§S n tya  n& rjavena c a /
Puru$ah ^ riyam apno ti na g hp? itvena  k a r h ic i t / /
Tvaip cedvyasanam abhyagadidaip b h § ra ta  duhsaham /
Yattvarp n& rhasi nSpIme b h r& ta ra s te  m ahau jasah // ib id .. 31 .1-3 . 
Bhlm asenSrjunau c a iv a  m&dreyau ca maya sa h a /
T y a je s tv am iti me buddhirna tu  dharmaip p a r i ty a je t) / /
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In stead , though h is  whole l i f e 's  behaviour had been g iven  over to  dharma,
Y udh ie th ira  had f a l le n  in to  d ire  d i s t r e s s  th rough  one la p se  to  th e  e v il  o f  gambling, 
a lap se  th a t  l e f t  D raupadi m y stified : 'You were honest, g e n tle , generous, modest and 
t r u th f u l  -  how could your judgem ent f a l l  to  th e  e v il  p a ssio n  o f gambling. My mind is  
u t te r ly  bew ildered  and consumed w ith  g r ie f ,  a s  I behold t h i s  s u f f e r in g  o f yours, and 
such d i s t r e s s . '1
Searching fo r  an ex p lan a tio n  fo r  Y u d h i^ h ira 's  m y ste rio u s  lap se , D raupadi c a lls
upon an an c ien t t r a d i t io n  <itlh asa ip  puratanam') accord ing  to  which men a re  not f re e
to  choose th e i r  own co u rse  o f a c tio n  fo r  a l l  i s  p redeterm ined  by th e  P lacer, And
whatsmore, th e  P lacer moves c re a tu re s  in  accord w ith  h is  own c a p ric io u s  and
m alevolent w ill  in s te a d  o f some grand v ir tu o u s  design . C re a tu re s  may seem to  a c t,
but th is  i s  mere de lu sion .
In t h i s  reg a rd  they  r e l a t e  an an c ien t t ra d i t io n .  C re a tu re s  s ta n d  in  th e  power 
o f th e  Lord, and have none them selves. I t  i s  th e  P lace r a lone who, a s  the  
Ruler, la y s  down ev e ry th in g  fo r  c re a tu re s  -  h ap p in ess  and s u ffe r in g , th e  
a g re e a b le  and d isa g re e a b le  -  b e fo re  Ceven) th e  seed  comes fo rth . These 
c re a tu re s , 0 hero  among men, (a re ) l ik e  wooden d o lls  (which he) p u ts  to g e th e r . 
(Then) he s e t s  in  m otion ( th e ir )  body and lim bs. Pervading  a l l  c re a tu re s  lik e  
e th e r , 0 B hSrata, th e  Lord o rd a in s  h e re  what i s  good and e v il. Like a b ird  
t ie d  to  a s tr in g , (man) i s  r e s tra in e d , and not th e  m aster; s ta n d in g  in  the  
power o f  th e  Lord (he i s )  no t th e  m aste r o f h im se lf  nor o f  o th e rs . Like a 
p e a r l  s tru n g  on a th re a d , l ik e  a b u ll  w ith  a rope  th ro u g h  th e  nose, (man) 
fo llow s th e  command o f th e  P lacer; fo r  (man) c o n s is ts  o f Him (and) i s  moved 
by Him. At no tim e w hatever i s  man independent. (He i s )  l ik e  a p e rish ed  t r e e  
f a l le n  from a bank in to  th e  m iddle o f a stream . Knowing no th ing , man has no 
c o n tro l over h is  own h app iness  and s u ffe r in g . Driven by th e  Lord, he may go 
to  heaven o r to  h e ll . As g r a s s - to p s  move to  th e  power o f a s trong -w ind , so do 
a l l  c re a tu r e s  move to  th e  power o f th e  P lacer, 0 B hara ta . Yoking h im se lf  to  
deeds noble o r e v il , th e  Lord pervades c re a tu re s  (and) a c ts  -  (though) he i s  
no t perce ived  (as such). This body, known as  th e  'f ie ld ',  i s  no th ing  bu t th e  
in stru m en t o f th e  P lacer. Through i t  th e  Lord cau ses  a c tio n  to  be perform ed, 
w ith good or bad r e s u l t s .  Behold th i s  m agical power perform ed by th e  Lord -  
de lud ing  them w ith  h is  m agical power, he k i l l s  c re a tu re s  w ith  (o th e r)  
c re a tu re s . ... Thus, tak in g  a d isg u ise , th e  b lessed  Lord, th e  S e lf -E x is te n t  
g re a t  G rand fa ther, b reaks c re a tu re s  w ith  c re a tu re s , 0 Y udh i^ th ira . P u ttin g
Rajanaip dharm agoptaraip dharmo r a k § a t i  r a k ? i ta h /
I t i  me ^rutamarySijSrp tv§i]i tu  manye na r a k § a t i / /  ib id .. 31 .6-7 .
1) p jorm rdorvadanyasya h rlm atah  sa ty a v a d in a h /
Katham akeavyasanajS b u d d h ira p a ti t§  t a v a / /
A tiva moham Syati m an a^ a  p a r id u y a te /
Ni^amya t e  duhkhamidamimSip capadam idp^im // ib id .. 31 .18-19.
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them to g e th e r  and tak in g  them a p a r t , th e  b le sse d  Lord, a t  h is  own in c lin a tio n , 
p lays w ith  c re a tu re s , l ik e  a ch ild  w ith  i t s  to y s .1
For Draupadi, th e  P lace r was a w ra th fu l, m alevolent and v in d ic tiv e  puppet m aste r
w orthy only o f th e  contem pt o f th e  m orta l m a rio n e tte s  he m anipulated  and abused:
0 King, th e  P lace r behaves tow ards c re a tu re s  n o t l ik e  a f a th e r  or a m other. 
Indeed, he a c ts  from w rath , a s  do o th e r  people, Seeing th e  noble, th e  w e ll-  
conducted and th e  m odest d is t r e s s e d  in  th e i r  way o f l i f e ,  and th e  ignob le  
happy, I s ta g g e r  a t  th e  mere though t o f i t .  Beholding your a d v e rs ity , and the  
p ro sp e r ity  a t  Suyodhanas, I condemn th e  P lacer, 0 P a rth a , who can look upon 
(such) w ickedness. What advan tage  does th e  P la ce r ga in  by g iv ing  p ro sp e r ity  to  
th e  D h a r ta ra § tra s , th o se  c ru e l, greedy, t r a n s g re s s o r s  a g a in s t  th e  noble 
s c r ip tu r e s  and d im in ish e rs  o f th e  dharma. I f  a r e s u l t  does follow  an a c t, i t  
f a l l s  on th e  doer and no o th e r; (then) s u re ly  th e  Lord i s  d e f i le d  by th is  e v il  
ac t. But, i f  an e v i l  a c t th a t  i s  done does not f a l l  on th e  doer, (then) in  th is  
world power a lone  i s  th e  cause; and I g r ie v e  fo r  fe e b le  mankind.-2
1) A trS pyudaharan tlm am itihasa ip  pu ra tan am /
I^varasya  va<je lo k a s t l§ th a te  natm ano y a th a / /
D hataiva khalu  bhQtanaip sukhaduhkhe p r ly a p r iy e /
D adhati sarvam l^anab  p u rastacch u k ram u ccaran //
Y atha darum ayl yo$a n a ra v lra  s a m a h ita /
Irayatyangam angan i t a th a  ra jann im ab  p r a ja b / /
Aka$a iva  b h u ta n i vyapya s a rv a n i  b h a ra ta /
Igvaro v id a d h a tlh a  kalyapaip yacca papakam // 
^akun istan tubaddho  va n iy a to  ayam anlgvarab/ 
f^varasya  va$e ti$ th an n an y e?a ip  natm anab p rab h u b //
Mapib s u t r a  iva  p ro to  n a sy o ta  iva  govp^ab/ 
D haturadeqam anveti tanmayo h i ta d a rp a p a b //
Natm adhlno manu$yo ayaip kalaip b h a v a ti karpcana/
S ro ta so  madhyamapannab kuladvpk§a iva  c y u ta h //
AJno janturanI<;o ayam atmanab sukhadubkhayob/
L jv a ra p re r ito  gacchetsvargaip  narakameva c a / /
Y atha v a y o s tp o a g ra n i va^aip y a n t i  b a lly a s a b /
DhSturevaqi va^aip y a n ti  s a rv a b h u ta n i b h a r a ta / /
Aryakarmaoi yun janab  pape va  p u n a rl^ v a ra b /
Vyapya b h u ta n i c a ra te  na c a y a m iti la k ? y a te / /
Hetumatramidaip dh a tu b  ^arlra ip  k$ e trasa ip jn itam /
Yena k a ra y a te  karma ^ubha^ubhaphalaip v ib h u b //
Pagya m ayaprabhSvo ayam l^varepa y a th a  kp tab /
Yo h a n ti  b h u ta irb h u tS n i m ohayitvatm am ayaya// ib id .. 31 .20-31 . 
Evaip sa  bhagavandevab svayaipbhub p rap itam ah ab /
H in a s ti b h u ta irb h u tS n i chadma kptvS  y u d h i$ th ira / /
Saipprayojya viyojySyaip kam akSrakarab p rabhub/
K rx^ate bhagavSnbhQ tairbalab  k r ltfa n a k a ir iv a //  ib id ..31 .35-36 .
2) Na m S tp p itp v ad rS jan d h a ta  bhGte?u v a r t a te /
Ro?5diva p ra v p tto  ayaip y a th ay am ita ro  ja n a b / /
A ryan<;Ilavato dp§ tv5  h rlm ato  v p t t ik a r s i t a n /  
A n§ry£nsukhina£caiva v ihvalam lva  c in ta y S //
TavemSmapadarp d p ^ tv a  sampddhiip ca suyodhane/
DhatSraip garhaye p £ r th a  vi$amaip yo a n u p a g y a ti//  
A ry a ^ S s tra tig e  k ru re  lubdhe dharm SpacSyini/
D h 5 rta rS $ tre  ^riyaip d a ttv S  d h a tS  kiip phalam aijnu te//
Karma ce tk p tam an v e ti k a rta ra ip  n5nyam pcchati/
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Im passioned a s  D raupad l's  views may be, i t  should be r e c a lle d  th a t  they  a re  not 
them selves th e  r e s u l t  o f  a sudden b u rs t  o f passion  fo r  they  a re  based on an an c ien t 
t ra d i t io n .  As an answ er to  l i f e 's  more b la ta n t  in e q u itie s , D raupad l's  views were 
presum ably w ell grounded.
Y udhis’th ira  f i r s t  com plim ents Draupadi on her speech, bu t then  d ism isses  i t  a s
h e resy  (.nastikyaip). And, indeed, from th e  orthodox po in t o f  view D raupad l's  view s on
p re d e s t in a tio n  were th e  g r o s s e s t  h e re sy  fo r  they  re p u d ia te d  th e  d o c tr in e  o f karma,
and more im p o rtan tly  th ey  underm ined a l l  reason  fo r  adherence to  dharma. I t  i s  th is
im p lica tion  th a t  most tro u b le s  Y udh i?fh ira . Speaking fo r  th e  o rthodox t ra d i t io n ,
Y udh i? th ira  does no t so much d ire c t ly  co n sid e r D raupad l's  view s on th e  doings o f th e
P lacer, as  lay  a s te r n  em phasis on th e  im portance o f dharma. The dharma, he
em phatica lly  t e l l s  h is  e r r a n t  w ife, must be obeyed w ithou t q u e s tio n  and w ithou t
though t fo r  any p o ss ib le  f r u i t  o r rew ard; fo r  w ithou t obedience to  th is  s ta n d a rd  o f
behaviour, man would f a l l  to  th e  le v e l  o f b ru te  c re a tio n :
I a c t w ithou t seek ing  th e  f r u i t  o f th e  dharma, 0 d a u g h te r  o f a king! I g ive  
because I  must give; I  s a c r i f ic e  because I  must s a c r i f ic e .  0 Kp^qa, to  th e  
b e s t o f my power, I do what i s  to  be done by a man who dw ells in  a house­
hold, (w hether) i t  i s  f r u i t f u l  he re  o r not. I observe  dharma, 0 woman w ith 
b e a u ti fu l  h ip s, n o t because o f  th e  rew ards o f dharma, (but so  as) no t to  
v io la te  th e  t r a d i t io n s ,  and to  look tow ards th e  conduct o f  th e  v ir tu o u s . By 
i t s  very  n a tu re , 0 Kp§oa, my mind is  f ix ed  upon th e  dharma alone. He who 
d e s ire s  to  m ilk th e  dharma a t t a in s  no t th e  f r u i t  o f th e  dharma\ and no r does 
th e  e v i l  being  who, from lack  o f  b e lie f ,  perform s i t  in  doubt. Do no t s e r io u s ly  
doubt th e  dharma ou t o f e x c ess iv e  d isp u ta tio n  o r mere presum ption; ( fo r)  a 
man who s e r io u s ly  doub ts  th e  dharma i s  d e s tin e d  to  become an anim al. The 
w eak-sou led  who s e r io u s ly  doubt th e  dharma o r th e  hymns o f th e  s e e rs , i s  
excluded from th e  undecaying and im m ortal world, l ik e  a gUdra from th e  Veda.
... T herefo re , 0 b e a u ti fu l  woman, w ith  your mind confused  by p a ssio n  do not 
inveigh  a g a in s t  o r doubt th e  dharma and th e  P lacer. He who doubts th e  dharma 
f in d s  a s ta n d a rd  in  n o th in g  e ls e . A rrogant, he becomes th e  s ta n d a rd  h im self, 
d e sp is in g  h is  b e t te r s .  ... For t ra n s g re s s in g  th e  s ta n d a rd s , sco rn ing  th e  
meaning o f th e  Vedas and th e  S c r ip tu re s , fo llow ing  h is  d e s ir e s  and g reed , th e  
foo l f a l l s  in to  h e ll .  But he who, w ith  mind made up, alw ays r e s o r t s  to  th e  
dharma a lone, w ithou t q u e s tio n in g  i t ,  0 b e a u ti fu l  woman, a t t a in s  to  in f in itu d e  
in  th e  nex t w orld .1
Karmapa ten a  pSpena l ip y a te  nOnaml£varab/V 
Atha karma kptam pSpaip na c e tk a rtS ra m p c c h a ti/
Karaoaip balam eveha jan& ^ocS m i d u rb a lS n //  ib id ., 31 .37-42 .
1) Naharp dharm aphal5nve?I r S ja p u t r i  ca ram y u ta /
Dadami deyam ityeva ya je  y a ? ta v y a m ity u ta //
A stu v a t r a  phalarp m§ vS kartavyam  puru?eqa  y a t /  
G phSnavasata kp§pe yath§< ;akti karom i t a t / /
Dharmaiji c a r  ami su^roipi na d h arm ap h alak a rap a t/
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However, Y udh i$ th ira  does a t  le a s t  concede th a t  th e  ' f r u i t '  o f th e  dharma may a t
tim es seem obscure  and m y ste rio u s  -  even to  th e  gods -  bu t he r e p u d ia te s  o u tr ig h t
th e  no tion  th a t  th e re  i s  no connection  betw een a c tio n  and* rew ard. I t  fo llow s from
what Y u d h i? th ira  says  th a t  human a c ts  a re  m eaningful. Man I s  no t th e  pow erless
puppet o f a c a p ric io u s  P lace r fo r  th e  P lacer m erely d i s t r ib u te s  rew ards in
accordance w ith  th e  a c ts  o f men.
I f  th e  dharma, p ra c t is e d  by th e  dharma-ab id ing , shou ld  be w ithou t f r u i t ,  th is  
world would sin k  down in to  dark  b o tto m less  h e ll , 0 b lam eless  woman: they  
would no t a t t a in  em ancipation; they  would l iv e  th e  l i f e  o f b e a s ts ;  they  would 
meet w ith  o b s ta c le s  only; and they  would never ach ieve  th e i r  purpose. I f  
a u s te r i ty ,  c h a s t i ty , s a c r i f ic e ,  s tu d y  o f th e  Vedas, g i f t - g iv in g  and honesty  
should  be f r u i t l e s s ,  <then) th e  an c ien t ones, no r th o se  b e fo re  them, would not 
have p ra c t is e d  dharma, I t  would be a decep tion  w ithou t m easure i f  a c ts  were 
w ithou t f r u i t ,  For what rea so n  should  th e  s e e rs , gods, gandharvas, asuras  and 
rakpasas, re sp e c te d  lo rd s  <all>, observe  th e  dharma? But knowing th a t  th e  
P lacer g iv es  th e  rew ard when good i s  c e r ta in , th ey  observe  th e  dharma, 0 
Kp?iia, fo r  th a t  i s  th e  e te r n a l  dharma. This dharma does b ea r f r u i t ;  dharma is  
never sa id  to  be f r u i t l e s s ,  ... The appearance o f th e  f r u i t  o f a c ts , (both) 
good and bad, t h e i r  o r ig in  and d isappearance , ( th e se  a re )  s e c r e ts  o f th e  gods, 
my angry w ife! Nobody knows abou t th e s e  ( f r u i t s ) ,  (and) c re a tu re s  a re  a t  a 
lo ss  in  th is  reg ard . The gods guard  th e se  f r u i t s ,  fo r  th e  d iv ine  m agical power 
i s  m yste rious . The tw ice -b o rn , w ith  t h e i r  em aciated  bod ies, good vows, s in s  
burned away th rough  a u s te r i t i e s ,  (and) minds calmed, p e rce iv e  th e s e  ( f r u i t s ) .  
The dharma i s  no t to  be doubted, nor th e  d e i t ie s ,  ju s t  because th e  f r u i t  
cannot be seen, ... 'Of a c ts  th e re  i s  f r u i t ' :  t h i s  i s  th e  e te r n a l  ru le  ( th a t)  
Brahma d ec la red  to  h is  son. ... T herefo re , 0 Kp$i?a, l e t  your doubt van ish  lik e  
m ist. ... Do n o t re p u d ia te  th e  Lord of C re a tu res , th e  P lace r. Learn from him, 
bow to  him, do no t hold b e l ie f s  o f t h i s  kind. 0 Kp?i?a! in  no way must you 
blame th e  suprem e d e ity  th rough  whose g race  a devo ted  m orta l becomes 
im m ortal.1
Agam ananatikramya sa ta ip  vpttam avek§ya c a /
Dharma eva manat? kp§i?e svabhavaccaiva  me dhptam //
Na dharm aphalam apnoti yo dharmaip dogdhum icchati/
Yagcainaip gankate  k p tv a  n a s tik y a tp a p a c e ta n a tp //  
A tivadanm adSccaiva ma dharm am atigankithSh/
D harm atiganki p u ru ? a s tiry a g g a tip a ra y a i? a tj//
Dharmo yasyatigarikyat? sySdar^aip v5 durbalatm anal?/
Vedacchudra iv a p e y a ts a  lo k a d a ja ra m a ra t/ /  ib id .. 32 .2 -7 .
Ato n a rh a s i  kalyaipi d ha ta ra ip  dharmameva c a /
Rajomu<jhena m anasa k§eptuip gahkitum eva c a / /
D harm atiganki nSnyasm inpram Sijam adhigacchati/
Atmapramapia unnaddhat? g reyaso  hyavamanyakal?// ib id .. 32 .14-15 . 
P ram apianyativptto  h i  v ed ag S stra rth an in d ak a t? /
Kamalobh&nugo mQ<jho narakaip p r a t ip a d y a te / /
Y astu n ityaip  kptam atirdharm am evabhipadyate/
AgafikamSnat? kalySipi so  am u tranan tyam agnu te // ib id .. 32 .18-19 .
1) Aphalo yad i dharmafp s y a c c a r i to  dharm acaribhi!?/
A p r a t i s t h e  ta m a sy e ta jja g a n m a jje d a n in d ite //
Nirvaoaip nSdhigaccheyurjlveyu tj pagu jiv ikam /
V ighStenaiva yu jyeyurna cartharp  kiipcid&pnuyul?//
Tapagca brahmacaryam ca yajhah svadhyaya eva c a /
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In rep ly , D raupadi p a r t ly  a g re e s  w ith  Y u d h is th ira  to  th e  e x te n t th a t  th e re  a re  
o th e r  f a c to r s  involved in  a c ts  th an  ju s t  th e  P lacer, and th e  P lace r i s  now p o rtray ed  
a s  a c tin g  in  a more o rd ered  and v ir tu o u s  fash ion  tow ards h is  c re a tu re s . Draupadi 
f i r s t  re p u d ia te s  th e  idea  th a t  she was in  any way condemning th e  dharma or the  
P lacer: 'I  do no t in  any way a t  a l l  re p u d ia te  or censu re  th e  dharma, 0  P artha ; 
indeed, why shou ld  I re p u d ia te  th e  Supreme God (who is )  th e  Lord o f C rea tu res . Know
me, 0 B hara ta , in  my g r ie f  I babble th is ;  and I w ill  lam ent s t i l l  more, so h e a r me
w ith  a good h e a r t . '1 D raupadi f i r s t  e s ta b l is h e s  -  a s  does Krspa in  th e  Bhagavadgita
-  th a t  w hatever moving c re a tu re  i s  su b je c t to  b i r th  m ust a ls o  be s u b je c t to  ac tion ,
e s p e c ia lly  humans. D raupadi then  d isc u sse s  th e  p a r t  d e s tin y , chance, In h eren t n a tu re , 
and human e f f o r t  p lay  in  a c ts . She, a t  th e  le a s t ,  r e j e c t s  th e  view th a t  d e s tin y  o r 
chance a re  th e  so le  c a u sa tiv e  fo rc e s  in  human a c ts , and now a c c e p ts  th a t  human a c ts , 
p a s t  and p re se n t, do y ie ld  a rew ard. At a s tro k e  she th u s  dem olishes th e  view th a t  
she had ju s t  so  vehem ently expounded. However, i t  i s  perhaps n o t e n t i r e ly  c le a r
D anam arjavam etani y ad i sy u ra p h a la n i v a i / /
N acari?yanpare  dharmaip pa re  p a ra ta r e  ca y e /
Vipralambho ayam atyantaip yad i sy u rap h a lah  k r iy § b //
R?ayagcalva devagca g a n d h a rv a su ra ra k ? a sa b /
Igvarab  kasya h e to s te  careyurdharm am adptSb //
Phaladaip tv ih a  v ijn a y a  d ha ta ra ip  g re y a s i dh ruve/
Dharmaip t e  hyacarankp§pe tad d h l dharma sa n a ta n am //
Sa cayaip sap h alo  dharmo na dharmo aphala  u c y a te / ib id .. 32 ,23-29. 
Karmapamuta pupyanaip papanSip ca phalodayalj/ 
P rabhavagcapyayagcaiva devaguhyani b h am in i//
N a ita n i veda yah kagcinm uhyantyatra  p ra ja  im ah/
R ak?yapyetan i devanaip guqlhamaya h i  d e v a tS b //
Kpgahgah su v ra ta g c a iv a  ta p a s a  d ag d h ak ilb i?§ b / 
P rasan n a irm an asa iry u k tS h  p agyan tye tS n i v a i d v ijS h //
Na phaladarganaddharm ah gankitavyo na d e v a ta h / ib id .. 32 .33-36. 
Karmapaip p h a la m a s t i t i  ta th a ita d d h a rm a  gagvatam /
Brahma p rovaca  pu trapa ip  ...
T asm atte  saipgayah kp?pe n lh S ra  iva  n ag y a tu / ib id .. 32 .37-38 . 
Igvaraip c a p i bhutanaip dha ta ra ip  ma v ic ik § ip a h /
Qik?asvainaip namasvainaip ma t e  bhudbuddh irldpg!//
Yasya p rasS d S tta d b h ak to  m artyo gacchatyam artyatfSm /
Uttamaip daivataip  kp?pe m ativocah  kathaipcana// ib id .. 32 .39-40 .
1) Navamanye na garhe  ca dharmaip p S rth a  kathaipcana/
Igvaraip k u ta  evShamavamansye p ra jS p a tim //
Artahaip p ra lapS m ldam iti maip v iddh i b h S ra ta /
BhQyagca v ilap isy S m i sum anSstannibodha m e// ib id .. 33 .1 -2 .
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w hether D raupadi i s  now a rg u in g  th a t  chance, d es tin y , in h e re n t n a tu re  and human a c ts
a l l  p lay  th e i r  own independent p a r t  in  what happens; o r w hether what an in d iv id u a l
seems to  o b ta in  from f a te  and chance is  r e a l ly  th e  r e s u l t  o f  p rev ious a c ts  alone.
Her im m ediate view s would su g g e s t th e  l a t t e r ;  bu t th e  view s o f th e  w ise th a t  she
c i te s  would su g g e s t th e  form er,
He who (b e liev e s)  d e s tin y  i s  suprem e in  th e  w orld and he who speaks of 
chance, they  a re  both  o u tc a s te s ;  i t  i s  b e lie f  in  (human) a c tio n  th a t  is  
p ra ised , For he who w a its  upon d e s tin y  (and) s le e p s  happ ily  w ithou t ac tin g , 
( th a t)  very  fo o lis h  p le a s u re - lo v e r  w ill s ink  down lik e  a po t in w ater.
Likewise, he who b e lie v e s  in  chance (and) does no t a c t though ab le  to  ac t, 
( th a t)  fo o lish  one w ill no t be se a te d  long (and) w ill  l iv e  lik e  one 
u n p ro tec ted . (If)  any man unexpected ly  ach ieves  a purpose, (and) they  th ink  i t  
by chance (alone), (then) s u re ly  h is  e f f o r t s  a re  not (recognised). And i f  a man 
a c q u ire s  som ething (and) c a l l s  i t  d e s tin y  (then), 0 P a rth a , i t  i s  deemed to  be 
d e s tin y  caused  by d iv ine  o rd inance. (But) when a man, by h is  own a c ts , 
a c q u ire s  a c e r ta in  rew ard th a t  i s  to  be seen c le a r ly  w ith th e  eyes, i t  i s  
d ec la red  a s  th a t  man's (doing). Another (man), who a c ts  from (h is) in h e re n t 
n a tu re , may a t t a in  pu rposes w ithou t (apparen t) cause  -  know, 0 b e s t o f men, 
( th a t)  th a t  f r u i t  belongs to  (h is) In h eren t n a tu re . So, what a man o b ta in s  
from chance, from d e s tin y , from in h e re n t n a tu re , and from (h is  own) ac tio n , 
th a t  i s  th e  f r u i t  o f  p rev io u s  d eed s,1
Then D raupadi e x p la in s  th a t  i t  i s  th e  P lacer who m ed ia tes  betw een th e  karman o r ac t
and th e  phala  o r f r u i t :  he a s s ig n s  man's lo t  accord ing  to  h is  karman.
The Lord P lace r h im se lf -  fo r  w hatever reason  -  d e te rm in es  one 's  a c ts , 
d i s t r ib u t in g  h e re  th e  f r u i t  o f th e  p rev io u s a c ts  o f men. When a man does 
any th ing , good o r bad, th en  know th a t  i t  was de term ined  by th e  P lacer, a r is in g  
from th e  f r u i t  o f p rev io u s a c ts . In every  ac tio n , t h i s  body i s  th e  in stru m en t 
o f th a t  P lacer; (and) a s  he d r iv e s  man on, so man a c ts , pow erless ly . For, th e
1) Ya^ca d i^ ta p a ro  loke ya^cayarp h a ’thavadakal)/
U bhavapasadavetau karm abuddhib p ra g a s y a te / /
Yo h i  d i? tam u p as!n o  n irv ic e ? ta b  sukhaip sv a p e t/  
A vasidetsudurbuddhiram o gha^a iv am b h asi//
T a thaiva  hathabuddh iryab  gaktab karmajpyakarmakpt/
A s ita  na ciraip j lv e d a n a th a  iva  d u rb a la b //
Akasmadapi yab kagcidarthaip  p ra p n o ti  purugab /
Tarp h a th e n e ti  m anyante sa  h i  yatno  na k a s y a c i t / /
Yaccapi k iipc itpu ru  $o d i^ a ip  nama la b h a ty u ta /
Daivena v id h in a  p a r th a  ta d d a iv a m iti  n ig c ita m //
Yatsvayaip karmaipa k iipc itphalam apno ti p u ru ?ab /
Pratyak^aip cak?u§a dp$ta*P ta tp a u ru § a m iti  sm ptam //
Svabhavatab  p ra v p tto  anyab p r& p n o tyarthanakara ipa t/ 
Tatsvabhavatm akarp v iddh i phalaip p u ru ^ a sa tta m a //
Evaip ha^hacca da iv acca  sv a b h S v a tk a rm a p a sta th a /
Yani p rS p n o ti p u ru ?asta tp h a la rp  pOrvakarm apab// ib id .. 33 .11-18.
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g re a t  Lord, th e  a s s ig n e r  in  t h i s  o r th a t  a c t iv i ty ,  makes a l l  c re a tu re s  ac t, 0 
Kaunteya, even u n w illin g ly .1
In D raupad l's  re v is e d  view man i s  s t i l l  c o n tro lle d  and moved by th e  P lacer, but
im p o rtan tly  th e  P lacer now e x e rc is e s  h is  c o n tro l accord ing  to  p rev io u s  deeds. So man
is  r e a l ly  th e  v ic tim  of h is  own p a s t  deeds -  an im portan t po in t fo r  th e  orthodox -
r a th e r  than  th e  c a p ric io u s  whims o f th e  P lacer. The l a t t e r  view, o f course , would
prov ide no sound foundation  fo r  obedience to  dharma.
D raupadi then  p roceeds to  r e c i t e  th e  view s o f th e  w ise on th is  very problem; 
even though th e se  may no t be e n t i r e ly  c o n s is te n t  w ith  what she  had a lread y  sa id . 
These views, she exp la ined , had f i r s t  been expounded by B phaspati, th e  p r ie s t  o f th e
gods; though she  had heard  them from h e r f a th e r  who had been ta u g h t by a learned
brahmin:
Some say  e v e ry th in g  i s  due to  chance, some say e v e ry th in g  i s  due to  d e s tin y , 
(and) some say e v e ry th in g  a r i s e s  from human e x e r t io n  -  th is  i s  exp la ined  as 
th e  t r i p l e  (answ er). And o th e rs  th in k  ( th a t)  conduct i s  no t (exp la ined) by 
th e se  (answ ers) alone. ... (For) some is  from d es tin y , some from chance, and 
some from one 's  own ac tio n , (and th u s)  does a man o b ta in  th e  f r u i t ;  th e re  i s
no fo u r th  cause  here . E xperienced men, who t r u ly  know, a ff irm  ( th is ) . Even so,
th e  P lace r ( s t i l l )  bestow s th e  f r u i t  on c re a tu re s , w hether d e s ire d  o r not. I f  
he should  no t, th e r e  would never be m isery  fo r  c re a tu re s ;  (fo r)  a man would 
perform  th e  (n ecessary ) a c t fo r  w hatever purpose was d e s ire d . (And) i f  (an 
a c t)  was no t done befo re , would i t  b e a r - f r u i t? ^
As we s h a l l  se e  in ch a p te r  four, th e  idea  th a t  f a te /d e s t in y , chance and human e f f o r t
1) D hatap i h i svakarm aiva ta i s ta i rh e tu b h ir l^ v a r a h /
V idadhati v ibhajyeha phalaip purvakptaip nripam//
Yaddhyayaip pu ru sab  k iiiic itk u ru te  v a i gubha^ubham/ 
T addhatpvih itaip  v iddh i purvakarm aphalodayam //
Karaipaip tasya deho ayaip dhStulj karmaoi karmaipi/
Sa y a th a  p rerayatyenaip  ta thayaip  k u ru te  av a^ab //
Te?u te ? u  h i  kp tye$u v in iy o k ta  m ahe^varab/
S arv ab h u tan i kaun teya  ka raya tyava< janyap i// ib id .. 33 .19-22.
2) Sarvameva h a th en a ik e  d ig^ena ike  v a d a n ty u ta /
P uru$aprayatnajaip  k e c it tra ld h a m e ta n n iru c y a te //
Na c a iv a i ta v a ta  karyaip m anyanta i t i  c a p a re /
A sti sarvamadpsyaip tu  di$taip  ca iva  ta th 5  ha^hat)/
Dp^yate h i  h a th S cca iv a  d if^ a c c a r th a s y a  s a ip ta ti t i / /  
K iipciddaivaddhathiatkiipcitkiipcideva svakarm atal)/
Purugab phalam apno ti ca tu rtha ip  n § t r a  karaipam/
Ku<jalab p r a t i j a n a n t i  ye ta t tv a v id u ^ o  jan& b//
T athaiva  d h S ta  b h u t§ n 5 m i$ t§ n i? 'tap h a lap rad ab /
Yadi na sySnna bhutSnSip kppaipo nama ka$cana //
Yaip yam artham abhiprepsub k u ru te  karma puru§ab / 
T a tta tsap h a lam ev a  sy ad y ad i na sy a tp u ra k p ta m // ib id ,. 33 .30-34 .
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a l l  p lay  a p a r t  in  human a c tio n  i s  a common 'comprom ise' answ er to  th e  problem o f 
f a t e  and freedom  in th e  o rthodox t r a d i t io n .  While compromise s o lu t io n s  have th e i r  
v i r tu e s ,  i t  i s  o f te n  a t  th e  c o s t o f to le r a t in g  o b s c u r i tie s .  In  t h i s  in s ta n c e , i t  i s  
not p a r t ic u la r ly  c le a r  what th e  connection  i s  betw een th e  P lace r and f a te  a s  a cause 
-  more e s p e c ia lly  a s  th e  P lacer a lso  d i s t r ib u te s  th e  f r u i t  o f a c ts .
F in a lly  -  and probab ly  to  Y u d h i§ th ira 's  in c re d u li ty  -  D raupadi b rin g s  her 
argum ent f u l l  c irc le . D raupadi, i t  w il l  be re c a lle d , began by a s s a i l in g  h e r husband 
fo r  doing no th ing , only to  th en  a rg u e  th a t  man was in  any case  pow erless b e fo re  the  
power o f th e  P lacer. Having again  accep ted  th a t  human e f f o r t  d id  p lay  a p a r t  in  th e  
outcome o f an ac tio n , D raupadi resum es h e r  a s s a u l t  on Y u dh i§ th ira  fo r  doing nothing, 
D raupadi now c i te s  Manu's dictum  th a t  'The a c t must be done' <kartavyaip tveva  
karmetD  fo r  th e  man who does no t t r y  p e r ish e s  com pletely: 'For th e  most p a r t ,  0 
Y udhi$ 'thira, th e  man who a c ts  ach iev es  com plete su ccess  in  t h i s  world; bu t th e  
indo len t man nowhere f in d s  (su c c e ss ) .11 In su p p o rt o f th e s e  views, she c a l l s  upon a 
c lim a tic  analogy, which must a t  l e a s t  p a r t ly  su g g e s t th e  o r ig in  o f Ind ian  view s on 
fa te :
Having cleaved  th e  e a r th  w ith  h is  plough, th e  p e a sa n t s c a t t e r s  th e  seed; then 
he s i t s  s i l e n t ly  (and) th e  r a in  is  th e  cause (of grow th). I f  th e  r a in  does 
not favou r him, then  th e  p e asan t i s  w ithou t f a u l t :  'I  have done ev e ry th in g  
th a t  th e  o th e r  man d id .1:2
T herefo re , concluded D raupadi, su c ce ss  was no t th e  most im portan t th in g , fo r  a s  not
a l l  f a c to r s  were under th e  in d iv id u a l 's  c o n tro l su c c e ss  could  never be g uaran teed .
The im portan t th in g  was to  a t  l e a s t  t ry .  F a ilu re  to  a c t, no t f a i lu re ,  was a lone
blam eworthy, However, Y u d h ig th ira 's  re c ip e  o f g e n tle n e s s , p a tie n c e  and v i r tu e  was
s t i l l  no t fo r  Draupadi. One should  look fo r  th e  weak sp o t in  enem ies, and work fo r
1) K urvato h i  bhavatyeva pr§yepeha y u d h i^ th ira /
Ekantaphalasiddhiq i tu  na v in d a ty a la sa b  k v a c i t / /  ib id .. 33.37.
2) P rth iv lip  lan g a le n a iv a  b h i t tv a  bljaip v a p a ty u ta /
A ste a th a  kar$akastugo iiii p a r ja n y a s ta tr a  k arapam //
V pstiscenn  anugrhijxy a d a n e n S s ta tra  kar §akah/
Yadanyab pu ru?ah  kuryStkptaip ta tsa k a la ip  m aya// ib id .. 33.4-4-45.
th e i r  dow nfall and d e s tr u c t io n .1
So, u ltim a te ly  D raupadi a g re e s  w ith  Y u d h i^ h ira  th a t  th e  a c ts  o f human beings 
a re  m eaningfu l and do y ie ld  r e s u l t s .  But she seems to  d isa g re e  w ith  Y u d h i§ th ira 's  
more t ru ly  karm ic view th a t  man i s  wholly in  charge o f h is  own d es tin y . For 
Draupadi, th e re  a re  o th e r  f a c to r s  such a s  f a te , and chance, beyond th e  in flu en ce  of 
human ac tio n , th a t  a ls o  decide  th e  outcome of an ac t. D raupad l's  f in a l  views 
obviously  owe much to  th e  common sen se  view based on th e  o b se rv a tio n  o f a peasan t 
and h is  crop. I t  could be su g g e s te d  th a t , d e sp ite  th e i r  g rey  a re a s , D raupad l's  views 
about f a te , chance and th e  P lace r would have had th e  w ider appeal.
The in te r n a l  evidence, too, would su g g e s t th a t  th e  P lacer i s  only a th in ly  
d isg u ise d  e p ith e t  fo r  th e  doings o f Brahma. Draupadi, fo r  in s tan ce , r e f e r s  to  th e  
P lace r as th e  's e l f - e x is te n t*  and a s  th e  'g r e a t  G ran d fa th e r ', two o f th e  most common 
e p i th e ts  o f Brahma, e s p e c ia lly  th e  l a t t e r .  Y udhi§ th ira , too , r e f e r s  to  th e  P lace r as 
th e  'Lord o f C re a tu re s ', an o th e r common e p ith e t  of Brahma; and c i t e s  Brahma by name 
as tea c h in g  th e  e te r n a l  r u le  th a t  o f a c ts  th e re  i s  alw ays f r u i t .
There rem ain to  be considered  v a rio u s  o th e r  more b r ie f  r e fe re n c e s  to  th e  doings 
o f th e  P lacer. G enerally  th e  P lace r would again  seem to  be an e p ith e t  fo r  th e  
perce ived  doings o f one o r o th e r  o f  th e  g re a t  Gods. For th e  most p a r t  they  p o r tra y  
th e  P lacer a s  e x e rc is in g  a th o rough -go ing  degree  o f c o n tro l over th e  l iv e s  of 
m orta ls .
In te re s t in g ly , in  some o f th e s e  re fe re n c e s  Y udh i§ th ira  o f f e r s  a view o f th e  
P lacer which i s  much c lo s e r  to  th a t  argued  by Draupadi. Thus d u rin g  an in te r lu d e  in 
Bhi§raa's monumental te a c h in g s  in  th e  £antiparvan, th e  P a i^ a v a s  and V ldura d isc u ss  
th e  r e l a t iv e  im portance o f dharma, arth a  and kama. Of th e  sp eak e rs , V idura upholds 
dharma, A rjuna e x to l ls  artha, Nakula and Sahadeva advocate  a com bination o f artha  
and dharma, w hile  a p p ro p r ia te ly  Bhlma p ra is e s  kama. Y udh i§ th ira , however, speaks up 
fo r some o f  th e  p r in c ip a l  id e a ls  to  be found in  th e  Bhagavadgit a. He commends th e
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id e a l o f s e l f l e s s  ac tio n , o r th e  perform ance o f ta s k s  w ith an a t t i t u d e  of 
in d if fe re n c e  and sam eness, a s  a way of f re e in g  o n e se lf  from happ iness and su ffe rin g , 
and as a way of a t ta in in g  th e  u ltim a te  g oa l o f 'l ib e ra tio n *  <mok$am) and th e  'h igher 
nirv&ija' <nirvaijaparah>, One should, th e re fo re , reg a rd  go ld  and a clod o f e a r th  as 
th e  same. Indeed, th e  s e lf -b o rn  b le sse d  Lord (svayaipbhurbhag-avan) had d ec la red  th a t  
th e re  was no l ib e ra t io n  fo r  th o se  bound by a ttachm en t. However, i f  a ttachm en t i s  to  
be overcome, th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  would seem to  l ie  more w ith  th e  C rea to r i.vidhl') than  
w ith th e  in d iv id u a l. As Y udh i^ ih ira  e x p la in s  i t ;  'This <view> i s  th e  b e s t. There i s  no 
a c tin g  out o f one 's  own f r e e -w il l .  As I  am c o n s tra in e d  so  do I ac t. The C rea to r 
d i r e c ts  a l l  c re a tu re s . A ll o f you m ust know ( th a t)  th e  C re a to r  i s  a ll-p o w e rfu l. No 
one, by h is  deeds, (ever) o b ta in s  an unob ta inab le  o b jec t. Know th a t  ev e ry th in g  th a t  
i s  to  be does tak e  p la c e . '1 Y u d h i§ ih ira 's  re fe re n c e  to  th e  s e lf -b o rn  b lesse d  Lord 
would su g g e s t th a t  th e  C rea to r i s  r e a l ly  Brahma. A fte r Duryodhana had been s tru c k  
down in th e  b a t t l e  o f c lu b s  w ith  Bhima, Y udh i$ th lra  i s  again  Im pressed by th e  
c o n tro llin g  power o f th e  P lacer. Y udh i§ th ira  approached h is  fa l le n  foe, and w ith  
t e a r s  in  h is  eyes sa id : 'A ssu red ly  t h i s  was o rdained  by th e  g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  pow erfu l 
P lacer; th a t  we should  wish to  a f f l i c t  you, and you us, 0 fo rem ost o f th e  K urus.12
King D h p ta ra ? tra , as  we s h a l l  see, was an o th e r w ith  s tro n g  view s on th e  
d e term in ing  power o f th e  P lacer in  th e  l i f e  o f m o rta l men. For in s ta n c e , when 
D hrtaf 'a$ ^ ra  con tem p la tes in  th e  Bhi$maparvan th e  s la u g h te r  o f th e  w e ll-su p p lie d  and 
w e ll-p rep a red  Kaurava army, he r e f le c t s :  'As form erly  th e  P lace r o rdained , th a t  (must 
be) so, and not o th e rw ise .13 Duryodhana was a n o th e r to  f e e l  th a t  he was being
1) E tatpradhanaip  na tu  kam akaro
y a th a  n ly u k to  asm i t a th a  car am i/
B hutani sarvai> i v id h irn iy u n k te
v id h ir b a l ly a n i t i  v i t t a  s a r v e / /
Na karman apnotyanavapyam arthaip
yadbhavi sarvaip b h a v a t i t i  v i t t a /  £ an tip a rv an , 161.45-46.
Compare, too , Y udh is^M ra 's view s on th e  P lacer a t  th e  tim e o f th e  gaming, See 
below pp.366-70.
2) N Q nam etadbalavata d h a tra d ig ta iP  m ahatm ana/
Yadvayaip tvaip jighahsam astvaip  c asraan k u ru sa ttam a // (Jalyaparvan, 58.19.
3) Pura d h a tr a  y a th a  s r ? t aW t a t t a t h a  na ta d a n y a th a / /  Bhl?maparvan, 72.26. Also see  
below pp.355-66 .
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d ire c te d  by some In d e te rm in a te  p e rso n a lise d  e x te rn a l  power th a t  was beyond h is  
c o n tro l. H alf way th rough  th e  tra u m a tic  game of d ice  th e  w ise V idura made one l a s t  
a ttem p t to  warn King D h rt& ra? tra  a g a in s t  h is  son. Duryodhana prom ptly a tta ck e d  
V idura fo r  tre a so n o u s  p a r t i a l i ty ,  and fo r  alw ays g iv ing  adv ice  which was no t sought. 
But t e l l in g ly  Duryodhana -  l ik e  Y u d h i? th ira  and D h p ta ra^ t^a  b e fo re  him -  rev e a le d  
th a t  he f e l t  e v e n ts  were not w ith in  h is  co n tro l: 'There i s  one Ruler (only); th e re  i s  
no second Ruler. (And th is )  R uler r u le s  a man ly ing  (even) in  th e  womb. T herefo re , 
l ik e  w ater flow ing  down, d ire c te d  (by th i s  R uler) I flow as  I  am im p e lle d .'1
However, in  o th e r  exam ples th e  P lacer may ex p re ss  no t so  much th e  deeds o f a 
g re a t  God a s  th e  n o tion  o f t ru ly  im personal, in sc ru ta b le  and immovable f a te . J u s t  as  
so many o th e r  im personal a b s tr a c t io n s  and concepts have been p e rso n a lise d  in  th e  
Epic,2 then  so  has  im personal f a t e  in  th e se  in s ta n c e s  been g iven  a th in  veneer o f 
p e rs o n a lis a tio n  a s  th e  P lacer, T his i s  e s p e c ia lly  so in  th o se  in s ta n c e s  where th e  
P lacer i s  p o r tra y e d  a s  e x e rc is in g  h is  w ill  th rough  th e  in stru m e n t o f Time.
Thus in  th e  Adiparvan, when King D h p ta ra ? tra  i s  decim ated a t  th e  lo ss  o f a l l
h is  sons, Saipjaya co n so les  him w ith  th e  view th a t  i t  was a l l  th e  doing o f th e
O rdainer working th rough  Time:
I t  was d e s tin e d  to  be so; you must not g r ie v e  over i t .  (Even) w ith  th e  
forem ost wisdom, who can a v e r t  fa te . No one e scap es  th e  pa th  o rdained  by th e  
O rdainer. L ife  and death , h app iness  and unhappiness -  a l l  t h is  i s  ro o te d  in 
Time, Time r ip e n s  beings; Time d e s tro y s  c re a tu re s . Time again  b rin g s  to  an end 
th e  Time th a t  bu rns down c re a tu re s . Time develops a l l  b e ings in  th e  world, 
pure and impure. Time d e s tro y s  a l l  c re a tu re s  (and) ag a in  sends them fo rth .
1) Ekah 9 § s ta  na d v itly o  a s t i  < jasta
garbhe qayanaip purusaip < jasti § a s ta /
T enanu^ i^ tah  pravaijadivam bho
y a th a  n ly u k to  asm! t a th a  v ah am i// Sabhaparvan, 57.8.
2) For in s ta n c e , th e  god Dharma i s  d escrib ed  as  having th re e  w orthy sons: 
T ra n q u il li ty  (jamah), Love (k5mafy)t and Joy (hartal?) who su p p o rt th e  w orld w ith  
th e i r  energy  ( te ja sa  lokadhSripaft), In tu rn , Love's w ife  was P le asu re  ( r a t i r ) ,  
T ra n q u il l i ty 's  w ife  was A ttainm ent (p r a p t ir >, and Jo y 's  w ife  was D elight inandD 
and upon them th e  w orlds a re  founded. (Adiparvan, 60 .31 -32) In  th e  d e s c r ip tio n s  
o f th e  D ivine H alls, th e  p e rso n a lise d  form s o f a s u rp r is in g  a rra y  o f concepts, 
p r in c ip le s  and n a tu r a l  f e a tu re s  a t te n d  upon th e  gods. See Sabhaparvan, 7-11. In 
th e  £ § n tip a rv an  even Punishment (dajpf/a£) i s  q u ite  g ra p h ic a lly  p e rso n a lised . See 
Q antiparvan , 121.
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Unchecked, im p a rtia l , Time moves amongst a l l  b e in g s .1
In th e  $antiparvan> th e  sag e  Vyasa s im ila r ly  ex p la in s  to  th e  sorrow ing  Y udh i§ th ira
th a t  man's lo t  comes no t from h is  own a c tio n s , bu t from th e  d ecree  o f th e  O rdainer
who bestow s a l l  th rough  th e  in stru m en t o f Time:
Nothing i s  a t ta in e d  th rough  a c tio n  o r  though t; nobody g iv es  to  (ano ther) man. 
The O rdainer o rd a in s  th rough  th e  re v o lu tio n  (of Time), Man a t t a in s  a l l  through 
Time. I f  th e  Time i s  no t r ig h t ,  men a s  a sp e c ie s  a re  no t ab le  to  a t t a in  ( th e ir  
purpose) th rough  in te ll ig e n c e  o r s tudy  o f th e  s c r ip tu r e s .  Sometimes even a 
foo l o b ta in s  w ealth , fo r  th rough  Time i t  i s  ach ieved  w ithou t d is t in c t io n .2
The g re a t  asura  B ali i s  an o th e r  to  draw c o n so la tio n  from th e  view th a t  Time i s  th e
in stru m en t in  which th e  P lacer -  o r th e  R uler (gastp)  a s  he is  h e re  c a lle d  -
e x e rc ise s  com plete sway over th e  co u rse  o f e v en ts  in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld . F resh  from
d e fe a tin g  th e  asuras, Ind ra  se a rc h e s  th e  e a r th  fo r  Bali, th e  king o f  th e  a su ra s
E ven tually  he f in d s  him reb o rn  as  an a ss, l iv in g  on c h a ff . G loating ly , Indra  rem inds
B ali of h is  form er g lo ry  and sp lendour, and asks  w hether th e  asura  did  n o t now
g riev e . B ali resp o n d s th a t  th e re  was no po in t to  g r ie f ,  fo r  a l l ,  in c lud ing  h is
p re se n t lowly r e b ir th ,  was t r a n s ie n t ;  and even more, a l l  was p redeterm ined  and
beyond th e  c o n tro l of th e  in d iv id u a l. T herefo re  he rem ained in d if f e r e n t  in  th e  face
of th e  d u a l i t i e s  o f e x is te n c e  -  su c ce ss  and d e fe a t, l i f e  and d e a th , and so  on:
Regarding th i s  a s  t r a n s i to r y ,  due to  th e  changing o f Time, I  do not th e re fo re  
g riev e , 0 Qakra. For a l l  t h i s  t r u ly  has an end. ... I  n e i th e r  h a te  nor d e s ire  
su ccess  and m isfo rtu n e , l i f e  and death , and a lso  th e  f r u i t  o f p le a su re  and 
pain, ... The very  lea rn ed  and th e  l i t t l e  learned , th e  s tro n g  and th e  weak, th e  
b e a u ti fu l  and th e  ugly, th e  fo r tu n a te  and th e  u n fo r tu n a te , Time -
1) Bhavitavyaip t a th a  ta c c a  n a ta b  (joc itum arhasi/
Daivaip p rajnS v i^e^e ija  ko n iv a r t i tu m a r h a t i / /
V idhatrv ih itarp  margaip na k a ^ c id a t iv a r ta te /
KalamOlamidaip sarvaip bhSvabhavau su k h asu k h e //
Kalab p a c a t i  bhu tS n i ka lab  sa ip h a ra ti p ra ja b /
Nirdahantaip p ra ja b  kSlaip kSlab ^am ayate pun ah //
Kalo v ik u ru te  b h av a n sa rv a n llo k e  gubha^ubhan/
Kalab sa ipk$ ipate  sa rv a b  p ra jS  v is p ja te  punab/
Kalab sa rv e ^ u  bhu te^u  c a ra ty av id h p tab  samab/7 Adiparvan, 1.186-189.
2) Na karm a^a lab h y a te  c in ta y a  va
napyasya d a tS  purui?asya k a q c it /
P aryayayogadvih itaip  v id h a tr a
k a len a  sarvaip la b h a te  m anu§yab//
Na buddhi<jSstr5dhyayanena $akyaip
praptuip v i^ e ^ a irm a n u ja ira k S le /
MQrkho ap i p ra p n o ti  k a d a c id a r th a -
nkalo  h i  kSryaip p r a t i  n irv i< je$ab // Q antlparvan , 26 .5 -6 .
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unfathom able in  i t s  s t r e n g th  -  s e iz e s  them a ll .  Knowing th a t  I  am under th e  
dominion o f Time, why should  I be d isq u ie te d ?  One only bu rns a f te rw a rd s  what 
i s  b u rn t (a lready); one only s la y s  a f te rw a rd s  th e  (a lread y ) s la in ; one who is  
d es tro y ed  has  been d e s tro y ed  a lready ; a man a t t a in s  (only) what is  to  be 
a t ta in e d  (fo r him). ... I f  I beheld  Time not d e s tro y in g  c re a tu re s , (then) I 
would be (su b jec t to )  joy, p rid e , and anger, 0 husband of (Jaci. Time g iv es
ev e ry th in g  (and) Time ta k e s  e v e ry th in g  away. A ll th in g s  a re  a rran g ed  by Time. 
0 (Jakra, do not brag  o f your manly energy. ... O rig in  and s tr e n g th  never 
depend on o n e se lf . ... My mind i s  s e t t l e d  here: I  w il l  co n tin u e  under th e  
dominion o f th e  R u le r.1
To conclude, th e re  a re  probably  more gods in  th e  Hindu pantheon than  can be 
counted, bu t by no means a re  they  a l l  o f  th e  same im portance. From th e  po in t of 
view of f a te  and freedom, i t  i s  only th e  th re e  g re a t  Gods, who a re  b e fo re  and 
beyond th e  t r ip le -w o r ld , th a t  r e a l ly  m atte r. The rem aining gods a re  l i t t l e  more than  
super-hum an s p i r i t s ;  though, as  we s h a l l  see , th ey  a re  no t even alw ays more pow erfu l 
than  humans, As we have seen, in  a v a r ie ty  o f ways th e  g re a t  Gods p red e te rm in e  much 
o f what w ill  happen in  m orta l a f f a i r s .  Though o ccas io n a lly  th e  te x t  s u g g e s ts  th a t  
th e  g re a t  Gods do th is  in  accordance w ith th e  a c tio n s  o f men, th is  is  l i t t l e  more 
than  a weak a tte m p t to  save th e  d o c tr in e  of karma. For norm ally  in  th e  Mahabharata 
th e  g re a t  Gods d ire c t  and in flu e n c e  human a f f a i r s  in  accordance w ith  th e i r  own 
purposes and ends, most e sp e c ia lly  th e  p re se rv a tio n  o f cfbarnta and o rder. The t r i p l e -
1) Anityamupalak?yedaip kalaparyayam atm anab /
Tasm acchakra na qocami sarvaip hyevedam an tava t// (5)
A rthasiddhim anarthaip ca j lv ita ip  marapaip t a t h a /
Sukhadubkhaphalaip ca iv a  na dve$mi na ca kam aye// (13)
Mahavidyo alpav idya^ca  ba lav an d u rb a la^ca  yal>/
Dar^aniyo v irupa$ca subhago durbhaga^ca yal?//
Sarvaip k a lah  sam a d a tte  gam bhirab svena t e j a s a /
Tasminkalavaqaip p ra p te  ka v y a th a  me v ija n a ta lp //
Dagdham evanudahati ha tam evanuhan ti c a /
Na$yate n a^ tan ievag re  labdhavyaip la b h a te  n a ra b / /  (18-20)
Yadi me pa^yatab  k a lo  b h u ta n i na v in a ^ a y e t/
SySnme har$a$ca  darpaqca krodhagcaiva ( ja c lp a te //  (22)
Kalab sarvaip samadatte kSlab sarvaip prayacchati/
Kalena v idhrta ip  sarvaip m§ k r th a b  £akra pau ru?ara // (25)
Prabhava$ca prabhS vasca natraasaipsthab  k a d a can a // (27)
Evarp me n i^ c i ta  buddhib 9 astu sti? th an iy ah a ip  v a s e / /  (31) ib id .. 217.5-31.
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world Is  a p a r t ic u la r ly  f r a g i le  c re a tio n , and i f  some sen se  o f o rd e r  is  to  be 
m ain tained , th e  c o n s ta n t in te rv e n tio n  o f th e  g re a t  Gods i s  re q u ire d  to  p redeterm ine  
th e  broad o u tl in e  o f ev en ts . And to  t h i s  e x te n t, fo r  o rd in a ry  m o rta ls  th e  w ill  o f th e
gods may seem l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  to  th e  doings o f fa te .
However, i t  i s  im portan t to  em phasise th a t , o u ts id e  o f th e  th e o lo g ic a l lauds and 
p ra is e s , th e  g re a t  Gods p red e te rm in e  only some ev en ts , no t a l l  ev en ts ; and so th e  
idea  o f human freedom  is  lim ite d  bu t not destroyed . I t  would seem th a t  i t  never 
occurred  to  th e  a u th o rs  o f our t e x t  th a t  ju s t  because some e v e n ts  a re  p redeterm ined  
by th e  gods, a l l  freedom  of a c tio n  i s  denied  to  men. For th e  most p a r t , th e se
a n c ie n t a u th o rs  do no t seem to  have viewed th e  problem only in  th e  black and w hite
term s o f p re d e s t in a tio n  or f r e e -w il l .  But th e  q u a li f ic a tio n  i s  im portan t fo r  in 
c e r ta in  c o n te x ts  man's lo t  i s  pe rce ived  a s  e n t i r e ly  p redeterm ined , bu t in te r e s t in g ly  
th e  agen t o f p re d e s t in a tio n  Is  in v a riab ly  not a g re a t  God d i r e c t ly  but th e  Dhatp o r 
V idhatp; and th is  i s  e s p e c ia lly  so where th e  P lacer o r O rdainer i s  id e n t if ie d  w ith  
Time and assum es c h a r a c te r is t ic s  more rem in iscen t o f im personal fa te .
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C hapter 3: F ate
From th e  m a te r ia l  considered  so  fa r  i t  i s  apparen t th a t  in  th e  Mahabharata 
p re d e s t in a r ia n  view s a re  s tro n g ly  and w idely held . However, th e re  s t i l l  rem ains much 
m a te r ia l  to  be considered  in  which we find  th e  b as ic  idea  th a t  th e  a c tio n s  o f men 
a re  c o n tro lle d  from th e  beyond. T his m a te ria l, though, cannot be t id i ly  lab e lle d  
p re d e s t in a r ia n  fo r, to  th e  e x te n t th a t  th e  agency o f c o n tro l  i s  considered  a t  a l l ,  
th e re  i s  no in d ic a tio n  th a t  i t  i s  perso n a l. With c e r ta in  r e s e rv a t io n s  we may term 
th is  m a te r ia l  f a t a l i s t i c ,  though more in  th e  popular sen se  o f f a te  than  in  th e  
ph ilo soph ica l.
The main rea so n  fo r  r e s e rv a t io n  i s  th a t  th e  lin e  betw een p re d e s t in a tio n  and 
f a te  i s  in  p ra c t ic e  not alw ays c le a r . This i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  term inology i t s e l f .
The o r ig in s  of daiva , perhaps th e  most commonly used term  fo r  f a t e  in  th e  
Mahabharata, a re  seem ingly p re d e s t in a r ia n  fo r l i t e r a l l y  th e  term  means 'd iv ine , 
c e le s t ia l ,  be longing  to  o r coming from th e  gods'. And, a s  we have seen, daiva  is  
f re q u e n tly  used  to  ren d e r p re d e s t in a r ia n  views. The term s d is ta , vidh t, and vih ita , 
w ith  th e  e s s e n t ia l  sen se  o f d ire c te d , o rdained , and d e s ig n a te d  a re  a lso  seem ingly of 
p re d e s tin a r ia n  o r ig in s . As th e  arrangem ent o f gods in  p re-E p ic  tim es was confused 
and f lu id , perhaps term s such a s  daiva, d i$ tfa, and so  on, came to  e x p re ss  th e  g e n e ra l 
concept o f p e rso n a l d iv in e  power, a s  w ell as  th e  w ill  o f  a p a r t ic u la r  god. T herefo re , 
a s  th e  im portance o f th e  Vedic gods waned, i t  became e a s ie r  fo r  th e se  term s to  
e x p re ss  a more im personal idea  o f f a te . A fte r  a l l ,  d i f ta ,  vidh i and v ih ita  in v ite  the  
q u es tio n  o rdained  by what ju s t  as  r e a d ily  a s  o rdained  by whom. JSTala, o r Time, is  
a lso  very  f re q u e n tly  used in  th e  se n se  o f im personal d e s tin y  o r fa te , and though no 
doubt im personal in o r ig in  i t  too  i s  commonly p e rso n a lise d  o r ap p ears  a s  th e  
in strum en t fo r  e x p re ss in g  th e  w ill  o f  a g re a t  God. The term s bhagadheya, 'g iven 
sh a re  o r p o r tio n ',  and bhavitavya  'what m ust be', a lone  seem to  have a more 
im personal o r ig in  and to  be used  in  a more c o n s is te n t ly  im personal s e n se .1
1) I t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  n o te  th a t  d e s p ite  th e  undoubted im portance o f a s tro lo g y  in 
th e  Hindu t r a d i t io n  <see, fo r  in s ta n c e , P. Thomas, S e c re ts  o f 5orcerv . S p e lls
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The p r in c ip a l  d if fe re n c e  betw een p re d e s tin a r ia n  and f a t a l i s t i c  id ea s  in th e  
Mahabharata seem s to  be more one o f em phasis than  term inology. In the  
p re d e s t in a r ia n  m a te r ia l  th e  em phasis i s  as much, o r even more, on God's c o n tro llin g  
power a s  i t  i s  on man's su b o rd in a tio n . In th e  f a t a l i s t i c  m a te ria l, th e  o u ts tan d in g  
f a c t  i s  th a t  human l i f e  i s  c o n tro lle d  and fixed , and th e  c o n tro llin g  fo rc e s  a re  
m ostly  though t o f as vague, m yste rious , and im personal, o r sim ply rem ain 
unmentloned.
I t  i s  perhaps because o f th e  lack o f c le a r  d e f in i t io n  o r c o n tra s t  betw een 
p re d e s tin a r ia n  and f a t a l i s t i c  id ea s  th a t  th e  two view s seem to  have e x is te d  s id e  by 
s id e  q u ite  com fortab ly . At f i r s t  i t  m ight be thought th a t  im personal n o tio n s  o f f a te  
would recede  b e fo re  th e  growing s tr e n g th  o f p re d e s tin a r ia n  views, which were 
consequent on th e  em ergence to  f u l l  view fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e in  th e  Mahabharata o f 
th e  new gods Qiva and V isnu /K rsna ,1 bu t th is  does not seem to  have been th e  case,
I t  i s  no easy  ta s k  to  s y s te m a tic a lly  c la s s ify  th e  innum erable s ta te m e n ts  
concerning f a te  in  th e  Mahabharata. At f i r s t  th e  most f r u i t f u l  approach would seem 
to  be to  co n sid e r th e  d i f f e r e n t  term s used to  ex p re ss  id e a s  o f fa te , d e s tin y , lo t 
e tc ., in th e i r  im personal sen se .^  However, as  th e se  term s a re  o f te n  used 
in te rch an g eab ly  w ithou t any d isc e rn ib le  d if fe re n c e  o f meaning, t h i s  method has 
s e r io u s  l im ita tio n s . For in s ta n c e , a s  Y udh i? th ira  mused a f t e r  D raupadi had been 
rescu ed  from th e  lo v e-c ra z e d  King Jayadra tha ; 'I  co n sid e r Time to  be a ll-p o w e rfu l,
P le asu re  C u lts  o f Ind ia , pp. 164-171 ) i t  re c e iv e s  l i t t l e  r e a l  c o n s id e ra tio n  in  the  
Mahabharata. There a re , ad m itted ly , v a rio u s  re fe re n c e s  to  in d ic a te  th a t  
s ig n if ic a n t  e v e n ts  and u n d e rta k in g s  were held  a t  a u sp ic io u s  a s tro lo g ic a l  
con junc tions Ce.g, Adiparvan, 8,13, 114.4, 124.9, 133.30, 190.5, Sabhaparvan, 1.17, 
2.13, 23.4, Araoyakaparvan, 54.1, 91.25, 261.15, 275.65), a s  w ell a s  a few s tr a y  
re fe re n c e s  to  a s tro lo g e r s  (e.g. SabhSparvan, 5.31, Udyogaparvan, 47.92), and not 
in fre q u e n t p o r te n ts  amongst th e  heavenly  bod ies h e ra ld in g  some momentous (and 
u su a lly  c a ta s tro p h ic )  happening (e.g. SabhESparvan, 71.26). However, th e re  do not 
seem to  be any occasions in  th e  Epic in  which th e  s t a r s  a re  c ite d  a s  a c tu a lly  
p re -o rd a in in g  th e  a c tio n s  o f men. This i s  in  n o tab le  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  P ersian  
Epics, (see  H. Ringgren, F a ta lism  in P ersian  Epics, pp.49 -79 .)
1) See T.J. Hopkins, o p .c it.. pp.87-89 ,
2) This i s  th e  approach used in Ringgren, F a ta lism  in  P e rs ian  Epics, o p .c it^  p .6.
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and f a te  which i s  fash ioned  by (d iv ine) ordinance, and th e  d e s tin y  o f beings of 
which th e re  i s  no t r a n s g r e s s in g . '1 T herefo re , th e  approach adop ted  he re  is  to  
consider th e  range  o f c ircu m stan ces  in  which f a te  i s  c a lle d  upon a s  an exp lanation .
Very broadly , i t  can be sa id  th a t  f a te  i s  g e n e ra lly  c a lle d  upon to  ex p la in  th e  
more extrem e and in ex p lic a b le  changes o f c ircum stance  w ith in  th e  tr ip le -w o r ld . As 
th e  c e n tra l  s to r y - l in e  o f th e  Mahabharata concerns a fam ily  d iv is io n  which develops 
in to  a ca tac ly sm ic  m utual d e s tru c tio n , i t  i s  only to  be expected  th a t  perhaps th e  
bulk o f th e se  ex trem e and in ex p lic a b le  changes u ltim a te ly  concern  d e s tru c tio n  death  
and c a ta s tro p h e , As w ell, f a te  and Time may be c a lle d  upon to  ex p la in  v io le n t sw ings 
o f fo rtu n e  and c ircum stance  (and e sp e c ia lly  m onstrous m isfo rtu n e), and to  account 
fo r  seem ingly incom prehensib le o r t o ta l ly  u n p red ic ta b le  behav iour or happenings.
When th e  going  g o t d i f f ic u l t ,  i t  would seem, th e  w orkings o f f a t e  and Time 
o f te n  appear to  have o f fe re d  a more com fortab le  and p a la ta b le  ex p lan a tio n  fo r  th e  
re d a c to rs  o f th e  Mahabharata th an  God's w ill  or th e  p a s t m isdeeds o f man (karma). In 
th e  minds o f men, o f cou rse , th e re  i s  a re a d ily  com prehensib le connection  between 
f a te  on th e  one hand, and th e  g ro s s e r  fo r tu n e s  o f l i f e ,  more e sp e c ia lly  d ea th  and 
d e s tru c tio n . For m o rta ls , th e  f r a g i l i ty  o f l i f e  and th e  in esc a p ab le  c e r ta in ty  of 
d ea th  c o n s t i tu te  th e  g r e a te s t  o f a l l  e v ils . The grim in e v i ta b i l i ty  o f man's m orta l 
lo t  can re a d ily  g ive  r i s e  to  f e e l in g s  th a t  each in d iv id u a l i s  d riven  to  d e s tru c tio n  
and dea th  by some in ex o rab le  fo rce  o r f a te  q u i te  beyond c o n tro l. And ju s t  a s  dea th  
i s  in e v ita b le , so i s  b i r th  and l i f e ,  o r  a t  le a s t  a c e r ta in  sh a re  o f l i f e .  What, then,
could be more n a tu r a l  th an  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  th e  fo rce  o r f a t e  th a t  b rin g s  such a
u n iv e rsa l and s ig n i f ic a n t  even t as  d ea th  shou ld  a lso  b rin g  b i r th  and an a l lo t te d
sh a re  o f l i f e ,  and shou ld  hold  sway over th e  d e s tin y  o r q u a li ty  o f th a t  l i f e ? 2
The connection  betw een Time, dea th , and th e  ups and downs o f l i f e  i s  i f  anyth ing
1) Manye k a la sc a  balavandaivaip ca v idh in irm itam /
Bhavitavyaiii ca bhOtSnaip yasya n 5 s t i  v y a tik ram ali// Arapyakaparvan, 257.4.
Also see  £& ntiparvan, 28 .16-32 where vidhSna, kSla, bh avitavya  and di?i)a a re  a l l  
used w ithou t any d is c e rn ib le  d iffe re n c e .
2) cf. D ie trich , o p .c it.. pp.59-90 .
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even more u n d e rs tan d ab le  o r com prehensible. Though fo r  m o rta l man th e  n a tu re  o f 
Time is  very  d i f f ic u l t  to  comprehend,1 i t s  im p lic a tio n s  a re  only  to o  apparen t. Time 
eq u a ls  c e a s e le s s  change, and change means no t ju s t  u n c e rta in  f lu c tu a t io n s  in 
p e rso n a l fo rtu n e , bu t u ltim a te ly  decay, d e s tru c tio n  and death . As S.O.F. Brandon 
ex p la in s  i t :
Time i s  experienced  a s  change: th e  phenomena, p re se n te d  to  us th rough  our 
sen ses , a l t e r ,  and th e  a l t e r a t io n  may a f f e c t  u s in  v a rio u s  ways, to  ou r good 
or our i l l .  The lo g ic  o f t h i s  exp erien ce  g ra d u a lly  tea c h e s  each person  th a t  
h is  s i tu a t io n  i s  never secu re ; th a t  i t  i s  ever s u b je c t  to  change. He fin d s  th is  
knowledge d is tu rb in g , and e sp e c ia lly  s in c e  i t  ten d s  to  a f f e c t  him more in 
term s o f i t s  menace o f  i l l  th an  i t s  prom ise o f good. I n s t in c t iv e ly  he c raves  
fo r  th e  con tinuance  o f th a t  which he knows, fe a r in g  from h is  memory o f th e  
p a s t th a t  th e  f u tu re  i s  more lik e ly  to  b rin g  sorrow  th an  joy. T his se n se  o f 
in s e c u r ity  is  b asic  to  human n a tu re  and i t s  e f f e c t  i s  profound. I t  p rev e n ts  
us, excep t fo r  th e  b r ie f e s t  moment, from imm ersing o u rse lv e s  com pletely  in  
enjoym ent o f p re s e n t experience; i t  causes  us a ls o  ev e r to  be a n tic ip a t in g  
fu tu re  co n tin g en c ie s . Indeed, th e  more r a t io n a l  we endeavour to  be in  the  
conduct o f our a f f a i r s ,  th e  more l ik e ly  we a re  to  be s e n s i t iv e  to  th e  menace 
of th e  fu tu re . ... But Time b e a rs  an even g r e a te r  th r e a t  to  th e  in d iv id u a l 
person  th an  th a t  o f causing  change in h is  env ironm en ta l cond itions: i t  teach es  
him th a t  he i s  m orta l. ... Awareness o f Time, acco rd ing ly , invo lves aw areness 
of m o rta li ty . T his means th a t  Time not only th re a te n s  man w ith  v ic is s i tu d e s  
o f fo rtu n e  in  h is  s o c ia l  or economic s i tu a tio n , th e re b y  causing  him to  seek, 
as we have seen, to  ren d e r  h im se lf  se cu re  from such change as  may be adverse . 
I t  a ls o  menaces him w ith  th e  very  d is in te g ra t io n  o f h im se lf  -  a menace, too, 
th a t  he knows w ill  c e r ta in ly  be f u lf i l le d ,  w hether i t s  even t comes soon o r 
la te . C onsequently , h is  se n se  o f Time f i l l s  him w ith  a profound fo reboding  of 
i l l  to  h is  very  s e l f ,  and i t  s t i r s  w ith in  him th e  in s t in c t  to  escape, to  find  
some ab id ing  s e c u r i ty  from a d e s tin y  so  s u re  and so d re a d fu l.2
Given th e  d ep th s  o f man's fe e l in g s  reg a rd in g  Time i t  i s  r e a d ily  com prehensib le how
Time can come to  be looked upon a s  no t ju s t  a n e u tr a l  m easu rer o f th e  flow  of
ev en ts , but a lso  a s  an a c tiv e  fo rc e  th a t  b r in g s  to  p ass  e v e n ts  th a t  could not
o th e rw ise  have been. In o th e r  words, Time does n o t ju s t  re v e a l  th e  cou rse  o f ev en ts ,
but in s te a d  a c tiv e ly  d e te rm in es  them, e sp e c ia lly  th e  s ig n i f ic a n t  e v e n ts  such as
b ir th , m arriage , d ea th , and th e  u n p red ic ta b le  fo r tu n e s  o f l i f e .  T his a t t i t u d e  tow ards
Time i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  common in  th e  Mahabharata where Time i s  o f te n  p o rtra y ed  as  an
1) Compare S t A ugustine  o f H ippo's comment on th e  enigma o f Time: 'What then  is  
tim e? I f  no one asks me, I know: i f  I  wish to  ex p la in  i t  to  one th a t  asketh , I 
know n o t. C onfessions, x i, 17, c ite d  in  Brandon, o p .c it.. p.6.
2) Ib id .. pp.9 -11 . Also compare, H. Ringgren, 'th e  Problem o f Fatalism * in Ringgren 
<ed,), o p .c it.. pp. 12-13.
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a c tiv e  power th a t  u rg es , im pels, prom pts, d r iv e s  on, d e lu d es  and so on.1
In th e  Mahabharata, then , e v e n ts  a re  developed and exp la ined  a s  much in term s 
o f im personal f a t e  and Time a s  in  term s o f God's w ill  and karma. This is  
p a r t ic u la r ly  so  in  th e  c e n tra l  p lo t o f th e  Mahabharata, which we s h a l l  consider 
f i r s t .
At one o f th e  Mahabharata*s  v a rio u s  beg inn ings in  th e  Adiparvan, King 
Janam ejaya asks  i t s  supposed au th o r, th e  s e e r  Vyasa, to  r e l a t e  to  him th e  o r ig in s  of 
th e  d iv is io n  th a t  a ro se  amongst a l l  h is  g ra n d fa th e rs  whose 'minds were overpowered 
by f a te ' (daivenabhipracoditafr>.2 However, i t  i s  V yasa 's  s tu d e n t Vai^anipayana who 
rec o u n ts  th e  Mahabharata to  King Janam ejaya; and in  h is  opening comments he 
e x p la in s  th a t  18 arm ies assem bled on th e  f ie ld  o f K uruk§etra  and th e re  went to  
th e i r  d e s tru c tio n  'th ro u g h  th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l  a c tio n  o f Time, which made th e  Kauravas 
i t s  in s tru m e n t. '31 From th e  very  o u ts e t  o f th e  Mahabharata, th e  im p lica tio n  i s  th e re  
th a t  th e  Pantfavas and th e  K auravas were d riv en  on to  t h e i r  f r a t r i c i d a l  s la u g h te r  by 
th e  d ire c tin g  power o f f a te  and Time.
F a te  and Time a lso  p lay th e i r  p a r t  in exp la in ing  th e  com plicated  r id d le  th a t  the  
q u e s tio n  o f th e  B h ara ta  su c cess io n  became. Thus in  th e  Adiparvan  i t  is  d esc rib ed  how 
King (Jaiptanu's r ig h t f u l  h e ir , Bhl?ma had vowed never to  succeed  to  th e  th ro n e  o r 
beget ch ild ren  so a s  to  allow  h is  f a th e r  to  marry S a ty a v a tl , th e  f ra g ra n t  sm elling  
d au g h te r o f th e  king o f th e  f is h e r  fo lk . They had two sons, C itran g ad a  and 
V ic itra v lry a , bu t n e i th e r  managed to  produce a male h e ir . With th e  B hara ta  lin eag e  
th re a te n e d  by e x tin c tio n , Queen S a ty a v a tl  a rranged  th a t  Kp$na Dvaipayana -  an 
e a r l i e r  son b e g o tte n  by a g re a t  s e e r  -  should  beget sons on V ic it r a v lry a 's  widows 
Ambika and Ambalika. However, when Kp?pa e n te re d  Ambika's bedroom th e  lamps were 
s t i l l  burn ing  and th e  s ig h t  and sm ell o f th e  g re a t  s e e r  w ere such th a t  she could
1) Indeed, Time f i r s t  ap p ears  in  Atharvaveda  xix,53 a s  akin to  D estiny; and kala  i s  
l a t e r  id e n t if ie d  w ith  Yama, th e  god and judge o f th e  dead, and as an a s s o c ia te  o f 
Mptyu o r Death. See J. Jo lly , 'F a te  (Hindu)', in  H astings, Encyclopaedia o f R eligion 
and E th ics , v o l.5, p.790a.
2) Adiparvan, 54.20.
3) Kauravankaranom  k p tva  k a lenadbhu takarm aija // Adiparvan, 2.25.
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not look a t  him fo r  sh e e r  f r ig h t .  Now when th e  anx ious S a ty a v a tl  asked i f  th e re  
would be a son, Kr?na Dvaipayana, 'im pelled  by f a te ' <vidhina saippracoditah>, re p lie d  
th a t  th e re  would be a w ise and m ighty king w ith  one hundred sons, bu t because o f 
h is  m o ther 's  d e fe c t he would be born blind. The son, o f course , was D h r ta ra ? tra . Now 
when Kpsna Dvaipayana came to  A m balika's bedroom, she paled  a t  h is  f r ig h t f u l  
u g lin e ss , and consequen tly  she gave b i r th  to  a son c a lle d  Pandu, th e  pa le  one,1
The younger b ro th e r , a t  le a s t ,  could see, and so he became th e  king. However, 
f a te  aga in  p layed  a p a r t  to  make a com plicated su ccess io n  even more com plicated. For 
one day King Pai?<ju proceeded to  th e  hunt, and see in g  a buck d eer m ating w ith  i t s  
doe, he sho t i t  w ith  h is  arrow . But th e  buck was an a s c e t ic  who chose to  conso rt 
w ith  h is  w ife in  th e  form o f a deer, A fte r  condemning th e  king fo r  com m itting a 
c ru e lty  which n o t even lo v e rs  o f e v i l  would commit, th e  s e e r  then  a t t r ib u te d  h is  
t e r r ib l e  deed to  th e  doing o f f a t e  which had deluded th e  k in g 's  mind: 'Wisdom does 
not swallow fa te ;  bu t f a te  does swallow wisdom. CA m an's) wisdom does not a t t a in  to  
pu rposes which a re  in  th e  power o f f a t e . ,:E N ev erth e less , w hile f a te  rece iv ed  th e  
blame, PapqJu s t i l l  rec e iv e d  th e  t e r r i b l e  cu rse : d ea th  when he too  was in  th e  ac t of 
conjugal love.3
Thereupon Paptfu, a f t e r  p lac in g  h is  b lin d  h a lf -b ro th e r  on th e  th rone , r e t i r e d  to  
th e  f o re s t  to  pu rsue  an a s c e t ic  e x is te n c e  in  th e  fo re s t  w ith  h is  two wives. Now, by 
th e  power o f h is  tapas, Paipqiu soon won th e  road  to  Heaven; bu t he found th a t  he 
could not tak e  t h i s  road  fo r  o f th e  fou r d e b ts  w ith  which men a re  born -  s a c r i f ic e  
fo r  th e  gods, s tu d y  and a u s t e r i t i e s  fo r  th e  s e e rs , benevolence fo r men, sons and 
$raddhas fo r  th e  a n c e s to rs  -  he had y e t to  acq u it h im se lf  o f th e  la s t .  However, w ith 
th e i r  d iv in e  eye, th e  accompanying a s c e t ic s  confirm ed th a t  th e re  were o f fs p r in g  fo r 
Paoqiu, and advised: 'Bring about h e re  w ith  a c tio n  what i s  o rdained  by fa te , 0 t ig e r
1) Ib id ., 94-100.
2) Na vidhiiji g r a s a te  p ra jh a  prajfiarp tu  g r a s a te  vidhit?/ 
V id h ip ary S g a tan a rth 5 n p ra jh §  na p ra t lp a d y a te / /  ib id .. 109.10,
3) Ib id .. 109.1-31.
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amongst men.M With th e  boon KuntI had rece iv ed  o f b e g e tt in g  a son by w hatever god 
she summoned, th e  dec ree  o f f a t e  was quick ly  f u lf i l le d ,  w ith  th e  p roduction  o f f iv e  
h e ro ic  sons.
But P aodu 's conten tm ent a t  becoming a f a th e r  o f s o r t s  was to  be s h o r t - l iv e d  fo r  
Time and lu s t  were to  b ring  to  f r u i t io n  th e  s e e r 's  c u rse  and d riv e  th e  king to  h is  
d e s tru c tio n . For once in th e  f e r t i l e  season  o f  sp rin g , a t  th e  tim e when c re a tu re s  
a re  s tu p e f ie d  Cbhutasaipmohane>, th e  king wandered th rough  th e  wood w ith  h is  w ife 
M adrl, And as  he gazed a t  M adrI in  h e r s in g le  p iece  o f p r e t ty  c lo th in g , d e s ire  grew 
in  him lik e  a f i r e  in  a th ic k e t. Then 'th e  mind o f t h i s  lu s t in g  (king) was deluded by 
Time i t s e l f ' , ^  and so  he fo rc ib ly  lay  w ith  h is  s tru g g lin g  w ife  and im m ediately 
succumbed to  th e  Law o f Time <.kaladharma$a).3
With Papqlu's e a r ly  death , th e  q u e s tio n  o f th e  r ig h t f u l  su c ce ss io n  was l e f t  in 
co n sid e rab le  confusion . As th e  o ld e s t  o f th e  B hara ta  p r in c e s  and th e  o ld e s t son of
th e  form er king, Y udh istM ra  had th e  soundest claim, even though h is  f a th e r  had been
only th e  second son. And Y u d h i$ th lra 's  claim  would have been u n cha llengeab le  save 
fo r  th e  tu rn  o f Time and f a te  th a t  led  h is  f a th e r  to  an e a r ly  death . However, a s  the  
o ld e s t son o f th e  s e n io r  branch o f th e  B hara ta  lin e , Duryodhana too  could reasonab ly  
f e e l  he had a sound claim ; and D uryodhana's claim  a lso  would have been 
uncha llengeab le  excep t fo r  th e  tu rn  o f f a t e  th a t  had l e f t  h is  f a th e r  b lind .
In th e  s h o r t  term , a t  le a s t ,  th e  problem was avoided o r d e fe r re d  fo r  th e  young
p rin c e s  were s t i l l  s u b je c t  to  th e  Kuru e ld e rs . T heir y o u th fu l e n e rg ie s  were absorbed  
by p u ttin g  them under th e  tu te la g e  o f Dropa who, though a brahmin, knew th e  whole 
sc ien ce  o f weaponry, Indeed, Droija tau g h t weaponry to  a l l  th e  young p rin c e s  from the  
su rround ing  kingdoms, in c lu d in g  Dhp?tadyumna who had been e s p e c ia lly  b e g o tte n  by 
King Drupada fo r  D ro^a's d e s tru c tio n  so  a s  to  avenge an old  feud. Dropa knew th is  
f u l l  w ell, b u t he s t i l l  took Dhpstadyumna on 'fo r  th e  g rea t-m in d ed  Droija deemed
1) Daivadi$tam  naravyS ghra  karm aijehopapadaya/ ib id .. 111.19.
2) Tasya kamStmano buddhib s a k ? a tk a le n a  m o h ita / ib id .. 116.11.
3) Ib id .. 116.1-12.
246
in escap ab le  f a t e  to  be in e v ita b le , (and) so  he ac ted  th u s  to  s a fe g u a rd  h is  own 
fam e.'1 Dropa, then , j u s t i f i e d  h is  seem ingly s u ic id a l  behav iour in  term s o f inexo rab le  
fa te , and th e  need to  uphold du ty  above a ll .
But th e re  i s  f r i c t io n  a p len ty , and even abo rted  e f f o r t s  a t  a s s a s s in a t io n .
However, r e l a t e s  th e  n a r r a to r  Vai^aippayana, th e se  e a r ly  a tte m p ts  by th e  Kauravas to  
k i l l  t h e i r  cou sin s  were u n su c c e ss fu l fo r  th e  Parujavas were 'p ro te c te d  by th e  purpose 
o f f a te  and d e s tin y ' (da ivabh avyarth arak$itanX2 Presum ably f a te  h e re  a c ts  in 
accordance w ith  m oral c o n s id e ra tio n s , p ro te c tin g  th e  v ir tu o u s  and h in d erin g  th e  
wicked. When th e  p r in c e s  do come of age, Duryodhana and King D h p ta ra $ tra  connive to  
have th e  Papdavas e x iled  to  d i s ta n t  V araijavata , a llow ing  them th e  o p p o rtu n ity  of 
secu rin g  f u l l  c o n tro l o f  th e  kingdom fo r th e i r  lin eag e . Duryodhana, though, was 
p repared  to  go r a th e r  fu r th e r  fo r, w ith  e v i l  in  h is  h e a r t , he despatched  h is  m in is te r  
Purocana on ahead to  have c o n s tru c te d  fo r  th e  Paodavas a house o f h igh ly  
com bustib le m a te ria l. A fte r  tim e had passed , Y u d h isfh ira ,3 th e  King o f Dharma, 
su g g ested  th a t  to  save them selves and fo o l th e i r  enem ies, th ey  should  pu t s ix  
people in  th e  house in  t h e i r  p lace  and s e t  f i r e  to  i t  b e fo re  escap ing  unobserved. In 
th is  scheme th e  fo rc e s  o f f a te  consp ired  in  th e i r  aid . For one n ig h t th e i r  m other 
K unti he ld  a la rg e  f e a s t  in honour o f th e  brahm ins a t  which peop le  a te , drank and 
made merry. And 'prom pted by Time' (.kalacodita>,A a N i?ada woman w ith  he r f iv e  sons 
came th e re  too, and they  became drunk w ith  wine t i l l  th ey  lo s t  consciousness. A fte r  
th e  o th e r  g u e s ts  had l e f t ,  Bhxma s e t  f i r e  to  th e  house and th e  N igadas w ere bu rn t 
to  death.® In t h i s  case , i t  i s  Time th a t  d r iv e s  th e  N i§adas on to  th e i r  d e s tru c tio n , 
though p re se rv in g  th e  Paodavas a t  th e  same tim e. Indeed, i f  th e  f is h e r  fo lk  N i?adas 
a re  considered  a s  too  lowly to  r a t e  in  th e  s c a le  o f hum anity (and th is  i s  how they  
seem to  have been considered ), i t  could be concluded th a t  by p re se rv in g  th e  Papdavas
1) Amokganlyaip daivarp h i  bhav l m atva m ahSmatih/
TathS ta tk p ta v a n d ro o a  a tm ak irty an u rak $ a i> a t// ib id .. 155.52.
2) Ib id .. 55.15.
3) Of a l l  people! 4) Adiparvan, 136.7.
5) See ib id .. 136.1-19.
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a g a in s t  t h e i r  enem ies Time h e re  re v e a ls  a m oral dim ension in s te a d  o f ju s t  a c tin g  as 
b lind  fa te .
With th e  Pao<javas' m arriage  to  D raupadi, and consequent a l l ia n c e  w ith  th e  
pow erfu l Pane a la s , th e  news qu ick ly  sp read  th a t  they  and K unti lived . The news 
h a rd ly  cheered  Duryodhana and h is  b ro th e rs  a s  they  re tu rn e d  u n su c c e ss fu l from 
D raupadl's  svayaipvara. A ll t h e i r  e f f o r t s  to  th w art and d e s tro y  th e i r  r iv a ls  had come 
to  nought, a fa c t  th a t  led  Dul?^asana to  bemoan: 'But f a te , I th ink , i s  a ll-p o w e rfu l, 
(and) manly e f f o r t  f u t i le .  F ie on o u r manly e f f o r t ,  0 B ro ther, i f  th e  Paipqtav&s 
su rv iv e  h e re ."
W orried by th i s  a lignm ent of fo rc e s , th e  Kauravas e a rn e s t ly  debated  what should 
be done. Of th e  sp e ak e rs  Kanna soon emerged a s  th e  fo rem ost advocate  o f war. 
D iscounting D uryodhana's su g g e s tio n s  o f t r ic k e ry  and c o rru p tin g  th e  Paodavas w ith 
v ices, Karija urged  th a t  a s  th e  s tro n g e r  p a r ty  they  shou ld  r e s o r t  to  b a t t l e  a t  once 
and d e fe a t th e i r  enem ies.2 However, Bhl?ma and Dropa opposed any su g g e s tio n  o f war 
a rgu ing  th a t  th e  Paodavas should  be c o n c ilia te d  w ith a l l  due honour, and given h a lf  
th e  kingdom.3 And Vidura, th e  s tro n g e s t  advocate  o f peace, urged: '0 King, who, 
cu rsed  by f a te , would u ndertake  w ith  war a purpose th a t  can be brought about by 
mere c o n c il ia t io n . ''1 To King D h r ta ra ? tra , Kari>a d e rid ed  t h e i r  adv ice a s  being  p a r t ia l ,  
but more s ig n i f ic a n t ly  he d ism issed  th e  im portance o f a l l  th e s e  wordy counsels , fo r  
i t  was th e  w orkings o f f a t e  th a t  m atte red , no t th e  adv ice  o f co u n se llo rs : 'In 
d i f f ic u l t  m a tte rs  f r ie n d s  a re  n e ith e r  fo r b e t t e r  nor fo r  worse; fo r  a l l  i s  in  
accordance w ith  f a te ,  w hether i t  i s  happ iness o r s u f f e r in g . '3 To i l l u s t r a t e  h is  po in t, 
Karipa c ite d  th e  s to ry  o f King Ambuvlca o f Rajagpha. Now th a t  king was devoid o f a l l  
ac tion , capab le  o f no more th an  mere b rea th in g . In a l l  h is  a f f a i r s  he r e l ie d  on h is
1) Daivaip tu  paramarp manye pauru?aip tu  n ira rth ak am / 
Dhigasm atpauru$aip t a t a  y ad d h a ran tlh a  pSndavSlj// ib id .. 192.12.
2) See ib id .. 194.1-21. 3) Ib id .. 195.1-19, 196.1-12.
4) Yacca sSm naiva ^akyeta  karyaip sSdhayituip nppa/
Ko da iva< jap tasta tkartu ip  v ig raheija  s a m a c a re t/ /  ib id .. 197.26,
5) Na m itra ipyarthakpcchre?u  $ reyase  v e ta ra y a  v a /
Vidhipurvarp h i  sa rv a sy a  dufckhaip va yad i v5 sukham // ib id .. 196.15.
I
248
m in is te r  M ah§kar$i who became th e  so le  m aste r and began to  d e sp ise  th e  king. Yet, 
d e s p ite  a l l  h is  s t r iv in g  he could no t tak e  th e  kingdom away. T herefo re , Karna 
concluded:
His so v e re ig n ty  a s su re d ly  was fa te d , what e ls e  (could i t  be)? I f  your kingdom 
has been fa te d , 0 lo rd  o f people, then  b e fo re  th e  eyes o f  a l l  th e  world, i t  
w ill  su re ly  s ta y  w ith  you. And i f  fa te d  o therw ise , (even) s t r iv in g  you w ill 
no t o b ta in  i t , 1
In th i s  in s ta n c e , f a t e  seem s to  be a g e n e ra l power th a t  d e te rm in es  a l l  a c ts , and 
b rin g s  h app iness  and s u f fe r in g  to  m o rta ls  a t  i t s  own b eh est.
On th i s  occasion , a t  le a s t ,  D h p ta ra ^ tra  does choose to  l i s t e n  to  th e  advice of 
th e  Kuru e ld e rs . The kingdom i s  d iv ided  and th e  Panqlavas a re  a l lo t t e d  th e  KhanqJava 
F o rest a rea . Under Y u d h i? th ira 's  w ise and benevolent ru le , th e  kingdom p ro sp e rs  
m igh tily ; and a f t e r  having  a d iv ine  h a l l  b u i l t  w ithou t p a r a l le l  on e a rth , Y u d h is th ira  
con tem pla tes c e le b ra tin g  th e  s a c r i f ic e  a p p ro p ria te  fo r  a U n iversa l Sovereign. In th is  
a s p ira tio n  Y u d h i? th ira  i s  encouraged  by Arjuna and Bhimasena, and Kp$$a too  is  
favourab le , bu t a d v ise s  th a t  Y udh i$ th ira  must f i r s t  d e s tro y  th e  m ighty r u le r  o f 
Magadha, King Jarasaipdha, who no t only r iv a l le d  Y u d h is th ira  fo r  th e  t i t l e ,  b u t a lso  
c o n s ti tu te d  a prime enemy o f Kpsoa's people, th e  Vp$ois. Kp§oa then  re c o u n ts  th e  
most unusua l b i r th  o f t h i s  king, h ig h lig h tin g  th e  p a r t  p layed  by fa te . As th e  r e s u l t  
o f a boon from th e  s e e r  Gautama Kak^Ivat, th e  two w ives o f  King Bphadratha became 
w ith  ch ild . However, when th e  tim e came they  each gave b i r th  to  a ch ild  w ith  h a lf  a 
body only, though a lb e i t  a liv e . The m others, b e se t by m isery , abandoned th e  two 
h a lv es  which were soon found by a f le s h -e a t in g  ra k $ a s l  c a lle d  J a r  a. But 'im pelled  by 
th e  power o f f a t e ' ( vldh an abalacod ita )2 she jo ined  th e  two p iec e s  to g e th e r  whereupon 
they  in s ta n t ly  became one. H earing th e  baby cry  th e  k ing and h is  two w ives rushed  
out to  redeem th e  ch ild  which was c a lled  Jarasaipdha ( 'p u t to g e th e r  by J a r a ') .3 
Through th e  com bination o f Kp?pa's cunning and Bhlma's b ru te  and savage
1) Kimanyadvihitannunaiji ta sy a  s a  p u ru ? e n d ra t5 /
Yadi t e  v ih itaip  rajyaip  b h a v i^ y a ti  vi^aiji p a te / /
M i§atah sa rv a lo k asy a  s th a s y a te  tv a y i taddhruvam /
Ato an y a th a  cedvih itaq i yatam Sno na la p s y a s e //  ib id .. 196.23-24.
2) Sabhaparvan, 16.39, 3) See ib id .. 16.11-51.
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s tr e n g th  King Jarasaipdha i s  d isposed  of, and th e  way i s  p rep ared  fo r  Y udhi?fh ira  to
c e le b ra te  th e  g re a t  s a c r i f ic e  which a l l  th e  kings, in c lud ing  th e  Kauravas, duly
a tte n d . Now, a f t e r  w itn ess in g  th e  enormous opulence and sp lendou r o f Y u d h i? fh ira 's
Royal C onsecra tion , Duryodhana and Qakuni rem ained alone  in Y u d h i^ fh ira 's  d iv ine
h a ll . And a s  th ey  wandered th e re  th e  d iv ine  wonders proved f a r  th e  b e t t e r  o f poor
Duryodhana. The k in g 's  v a rio u s  m isadven tu res included  f a l l in g  in to  a pond of
c ry s ta l l in e  w ater which he m istook fo r  land; and c rash in g  head f i r s t  in to  a door
which he though t was open. Even w orse was th e  fa c t  th a t  Bhlma, Arjuna, th e  tw ins,
Draupadi and th e  women laughed  a t  h is  m isfo rtune . An in to le r a n t  man (am ar pa/ia#) he
did no t fo rg iv e  th e i r  d e r is io n  (avahasara). So Duryodhana journeyed  home burn ing  over
th e  fo r tu n e  o f th e  Papidavas (pavtfavagripra tap tasya)  and d is t r e s s e d  in though t
<dhyanaglanasya gacchata#>. O bserving h is  mood, Qakuni asked what was wrong,
whereupon Duryodhana launched in to  a t i r a d e  e x p ress in g  h is  resen tm en t a t  th e
immense p ro s p e r ity  and ev iden t ascendancy o f th e  o th e r  fam ily  lin e :
Seeing such b laz in g  p ro s p e r ity  a t  th e  Paipqiavas, I have f a l le n  under th e  sway 
of anger, (and) unaccustom ed (as I am), I am burn ing . I s h a l l  e n te r  f i r e ,  o r 
(take) poison, o r I  s h a l l  e n te r  w ater; fo r  I s h a l l  no t be ab le  to  live . For who 
in th is  world who i s  c a lle d  a man (and) p o ssessed  o f courage w ill p a tie n tly  
endure se e in g  h is  r iv a l s  th r iv e  and h im se lf d im inish . ... A ll a lone  I am not 
capable o f o b ta in in g  th e  fo r tu n e  o f King (Y udh isth ira ). And I see  no a l l ie s ,  
th e re fo re  I  th in k  o f  death , Seeing such a sp len d id  fo r tu n e  brought to  th e  
sons o f K unti, I  deem f a te  a lo n e  to  be supreme, (and) manly e f f o r t  to  be 
f u t i l e .  0 Saubala, in  th e  p a s t  I  have made a tte m p ts  to  d e s tro y  him; (bu t) then  
overcom ing (them) a l l ,  he grew lik e  a lo tu s  in  w ater. T h e refo re  I  deem f a te  
supreme, (and) manly e f f o r t  f u t i le ;  fo r  th e  D h a r ta r a ^ r a s  d ec lin e  (and) th e  
P a r th a s  alw ays t h r iv e .1
1) (Jriyaip ta th av id h a ip  dp$fva jv a la n tim iv a  paodave/
Amarsavagamapanno dahye a h a m a ta th o c ita h //
Vahnimeva pravek§yam i bhak?ayi?yam i va  vi§am /
Apo v a p i praveksyam i na h i  $ak?yam i j lv i tu m //
Ko h i  nama pum anlloke m ar§ a y i? y a ti s a t tv a v a n /
Sapatnanpdhyato  dp$fva  hanim atm ana eva c a / /  ib id .. 43 .26-28 . 
A ?akta£caika evShaip tam ahartu ip  nppa^riyam /
Sahayaii^ca na paqyami ten a  mptyuip v ic in ta y e / /
Daivameva paraip manye paurugaip tu  n ira rth ak am /
Dp§fva k u n t ls u te  ^ubhraip $riyaip tam ahptaip t a t h a / /
Kpto yatno  may a purvarp v ina^e  ta s y a  s a u b a la /
Tacca sarvam atikram ya sa  vpddho apsv iva  pankajam //
Tena daivaip paraip manye pauru?aip tu  n ira rth ak am /
D h a r ta r a s t r a  h i  h iy a n te  p S rth S  v a rd h a n ti n i ty a s a h / /  ib id .. 43 .31-34.
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Thus, D uryodhana's re a c tio n , when faced  w ith  th e  pe rce ived  f u t i l i t y  o f human 
e f f o r t  and th e  power o f f a te , was to  con tem plate  dea th . For Duryodhana, even ts  
were w ell beyond c o n tro l, and th e  only rea so n ab le  e x p lan a tio n  was th e  power of 
fa te .
However, Q akuni's in te r p r e ta t io n  o f ev en ts  was le s s  dram atic , fo r he 
a t t r ib u te d  th e  Paijdavas' p ro s p e r ity  and v a rio u s  escap es  no t to  th e  power o f fa te , 
bu t to  th e  good luck <bhag-acfheyani> they  had alw ays enyoyed (bhunjate  s a J a ) .1 
With th is  view, Qakuni was more in c lin ed  to  ac tion ; and su g g e s te d  th a t  th e  way to  
d e fe a t Y udh ig th ira  was not th rough  b a t t le ,  but th rough  th e  d ice .12
The m ajor d i f f ic u l ty  w ith  t h i s  scheme was to  convince King D h p ta ra$ fra  to  
perm it i t ,  and King Y u d h i? th ira  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in i t .  As we s h a l l  see  in ch ap te r 
fou r, w ith  re lu c ta n c e  and re s ig n a tio n  both  ag ree , f re e ly  c i t in g  th e  P lacer and 
f a te  as  leav in g  them no cho ice .3 And as th e  Kaurava e ld e rs  w atched th e  
d is a s t ro u s  fam ily  d iv is io n  unfo ld  b e fo re  th e i r  eyes, th e re  were fe e lin g s  th a t  
such a m onstrous m is fo rtu n e  could only be th e  doing o f  f a te . One o f th e  more 
d ram atic  moments o f th e  d ic ing  was when Duryodhana ta u n te d  Bhlma by exposing 
h is  l e f t  th ig h  ~ th e  th ig h  upon which th e  w ife s a t  -  to  Draupadi. In h is  rage , 
Bhlma vowed to  break th a t  th ig h  in  b a t t l e  w ith  h is  club, and a s  he did so flam es 
o f f i r e  came fo r th  from a l l  th e  o r i f ic e s  of h is  body (srotobhyalj sarvebhyaft 
pavakarci$ah), And as  th e  w ise V idura observed th is  t e r r ib l e  scene, he g rave ly  
Intoned: 'A ssured ly  th i s  i s  th e  f a te  s e t  in  motion in form er tim es; th e  d eep est 
m isfo rtu n e  has  a r is e n  amongst th e  B h a ra ta s .,A And as  th e  Paiptfavas donned a s c e t ic
1> Ibid.. 44.1.
2> Sabhaparvan, 44 .1-22,
3) See below pp.358-66.
4) D a iverito  nunamayarp p u r a s ta t
paro  anayo b h a ra te $ u d a p a d i//  ib id .. 63.16.
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garb  and re a d ie d  them selves fo r  t h e i r  fo re s t  e x ile , th e i r  m other KuntI, lam enting 
much, p ite o u s ly  blamed th e  m is fo rtu n e s  o f her sons on f a te . A fte r  r e f le c t in g  on 
th e  v i r tu e s  o f he r sons, she asked; 'Why should m is fo rtu n e  b e fa l l  you; why th is  
c o n tra ry  f a t e ? '1
A fte r th e  Pap^avas had d e p a rted  fo r  th e  fo re s t  am idst t e r r ib l e  p o r te n ts ,
Duryodhana and h is  i lk  were l e f t  to  contem plate what th e i r  w ilfu l  behaviour had
led to . Almost im m ediately Duryodhana, Karoa and (Jakuni made th e i r  way to  seek
th e  p ro te c tio n  in  any f u tu re  c o n f l ic t  o f th e  w a rrio r  brahm in Dropa. Though Arjuna
was his sp ecia l favourite, Drooa, as duty required, extended h is protection to
th o se  who sought i t ,  even though he accep ted  th a t  th e  Papdavas could no t be
s la in  and th a t  th e  cou rse  o f e v e n ts  would be decreed  by fa te :
The tw ice -b o rn  have sa id  th a t  th e  Paoqiavas, who a re  sons o f  gods, cannot 
be k ille d . But I  s h a l l  do what I am ab le  to  do fo r  th o se  who o b ta in  (my) 
p ro te c tio n . I cannot fo rsa k e  th e  D h a r ta r a ? tra s  and th e i r  king who have 
come (to  me) w ith  th e i r  devo tion  and a l l  th e i r  so u l -  (bu t) th e  outcome I 
th in k  i s  ro o ted  in  f a te .2
However, in  s ta n d in g  by h is  du ty  to  th e  D h a r ta ra § tra s , Droiia was a lso  p u ttin g
h is  own a c tio n s  in  l in e  w ith  th e  co u rse  o f fa te . For Dro^a went on to  fo re c a s t
h is  own d e a th  a t  th e  hands o f th e  son o f King Drupada, who had been b e g o tten  fo r
th is  very  p u rpose .3
During th e  gam bling match, f a t e  o f te n  seemed to  be a c tin g  in  an in sc ru ta b le  
and c a p ric io u s  fash ion . But s h o r t ly  a f t e r  th e  beginning  o f th e  PapqJavas' ex ile ,
1) Vyasanaiji valj sam abhyagatko ayaiji v id h iv iparyaya li/ ib id .. 70.14.
2) A v adhyanpao^avanahu rdevapu trandv ija taya lj/
Ahaip tu  <;araoaip p rap ta n v a rtam a n o  y a th a b a la m // 
G a tan sa rv a tm an a  bhaktya d h a r ta r a s 't r a n s a r a ja k a n /
N otsahe sam abhityaktuip daivam ulam atali param // ib id .. 71 .34-35 .
3) Ibid.. 71 .41-42.
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f a t e  is  p o r tra y e d  a s  hav ing  a more m oral dim ension. A fte r  v i s i t in g  th e  Papglavas 
in  th e i r  f o r e s t  e x ile , th e  m ighty s e e r  M aitreya made h is  way to  H astinapu ra  
where he preached  to  Dhptar a Sp-tyr a and Duryodhana th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  peace. When 
Duryodhana, in  an in so le n t fash io n , ignored  th is  advice, th e  g re a t  se e r , 'in c i te d  
by f a t e ' (.vidhina saipprayuktasy  cu rsed  th e  r e c a lc i t r a n t  king. M aitreya 
pronounced th a t  u n le s s  th e re  was peace, Bhlma would b reak  D uryodhana's th ig h s  
w ith  h is  club  in  a g re a t  b a t t l e .2 In th is  in s ta n c e , a t  le a s t ,  th e  e f f e c t  o f f a te  
i s  to  su p p o rt th e  v ir tu o u s  and pun ish  th e  wicked.
During th e i r  tw elve y e a rs  o f f o re s t  e x ile , l i t t l e  o f t r u ly  d ram atic  moment
occurs to  th e  PapqJavas, and perhaps a s  a consequence, f a t e  p lays  a q u i te  lim ited
p a r t  in  th e  volum inous account o f  t h e i r  f o re s t  y ea rs . One o f th e  few such
occasions o ccu rs  when DraupadI i s  abducted  by th e  lo v e -c ra z e d  King Jay ad ra th a .
A fte r  h e r re scu e , Y udh i§ fh ira  mused on th e  u n p red ic ta b le  w orkings o f f a t e  and
Time th a t  seemed devoid o f rhyme or reason:
I co n s id e r Time to  be a ll-p o w e rfu l, and f a te  which i s  fash ioned  by 
o rd inance, and th e  d e s tin y  o f be ings o f  which th e re  i s  no tra n s g re s s in g . 
For how could such a happening b e fa l l  our dharma-knowing and dharma- 
o b serv ing  w ife lik e  an u n tru e  charge o f th e f t  upon an honest man. For not 
a s in  w hatsoever had she done, o r a blam eworthy deed anyw here.3
But, c u rio u s ly , th e  p r in c ip a l  occasion  when f a te  i s  m entioned comes from th e
mouth o f Bhlmasena who more norm ally only ever spoke o f a c tio n  and th e  s tr e n g th
o f h is  own arms. During th e i r  tw e lf th  year in  th e  f o re s t ,  Bhima, who on o th e r
occasions decim ated f o r e s ts  w ith  th e  v io lence  o f h is  movements, wandered alone
in a b e a u ti fu l  wood on th e  sh o re s  o f Lake D vaita. There he was observed  and
1) Araijyakaparvan, 11.31. 2) Ibid.. 11.27-36.
3) Manye kalaijca  balavandaivaip ca v idh in irm itam /
Bhavltavyaip ca bhutanaip yasya  n a s t i  v y a tik ram ah //
Kathaip h i  patnlmasmakaip dharmajnaip dharm acariijim / 
Saipspr^edidr^o bhavah ^uciip s ta in y a m iv an rtam //
Na h i  papaiji kptaip kiipcitkarm a va n inditaip  k v a c it /  ib id .. 257.4-6 .
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se ized  by an immense and s ta rv in g  snake which deprived  him o f a l l  h is  s tre n g th .
To d e sc r ib e  th e  f u l l  h o rro r  th e  s ig h t  o f th is  snake induced, th e  te x t  compares i t
to  th e  f e a r  wrought on c re a tu re s  by Time and Death: ' t e r r i f y in g  to  a l l  c re a tu re s ,
l ik e  Time, th e  Ender and YamaV The s e rp e n t soon rev e a le d  h im se lf  a s  King
Nahu?a, an a n c e s to r  o f th e  Paptfavas, and exp la ined  th a t  he had fa l le n  to  th is
s t a t e  th rough  a c u rse  im precated  by th e  sage  A gastya fo r  d e sp is in g  brahm ins.
'Behold', th e  snake exclaim ed, ' t h i s  f a te  o f mine' (pagya dalvamidaip mama),2 And
although, a s  a r e la t io n , Bhima was not to  be ea ten , Nahuga exp la ined  th a t  f a te
d isposed  in  s tra n g e  ways: 'I  s h a l l  e a t  you now: behold t h i s  form of f a t e .13 Bhima,
too, who esteem ed h is  s tr e n g th  above a l l  e ls e , could only e x p la in  h is  in ex p lic a b le
predicam ent a s  due to  th e  power o f fa te :
I am no t angry w ith  you, 0 g re a t  snake, nor do I blame m yself. ... Who is  
ab le  to  a v e r t  f a te  w ith  human e f f o r t .  I th in k  f a t e  a lo n e  i s  supreme; human 
purpose i s  f u t i l e .  For behold me now, overpow ered by f a te ,  I have he re  
in cu rred  th i s  s t a t e  w ithou t cause, though I  r e ly  on th e  s tr e n g th  o f my 
arm s.4
But fo r tu n a te ly  Y u d h isfh ira  r e l ie d  on h is  b ra in s  and saved h is  m ighty brother.®
I t  i s  a lso  Bhima who c i t e s  th e  i r r e s i s t i b l e  power o f  Time to  Y udhi?i;hira as 
th e  rea so n  why th ey  should  re p u d ia te  th e i r  agreem ent to  th i r te e n  y e a rs  e x ile , and 
g e t on w ith  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  Kauravas. Time -  he re  alm ost p e rso n a lise d  as 
th e  Winged F in ish e r  o r Death -  w aited  fo r  no one, th e re fo re  they  should  not w ait 
on Time:
Having made a compact w ith  Time, th e  Winged F in ish e r , which i s  e n d le ss  and 
im m easurable, a to r r e n t  c a rry in g  o f f  a l l ,  you -  a m o rta l bound by Time 
w ith  th e  c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  o f foam and f r u i t  -  th in k  Time i s  p re se n t befo re
1) Trasanaip sarvabhu tanaip  kalantakayam opam am / ib id .. 175.15.
2> Ibid.. 176.14.
3) Ahamadyopayok$yami vidhanaip pa<;ya yadp^am // ib id .. 176.15.
4) Na t e  kupye m ahasarpa na catmanaip v ig a rh a y e //  (25)
Daivaip p u ru ?ak a rep a  ko n iv a r t i tu m a r h a t i /
Daivameva paraip manye p u ru g a r th o  n ira r th a k a t) //  (27)
Pa^ya d a iv o p ag h a tad d h i bhu jav iryavyapa^rayam /
Imamavasthaqi saippraptam anim ittam ihadya mam// (28) ib id .. 176.25-28.
In fa c t , Bhima lo s t  h is  s t r e n g th  as  a  r e s u l t  o f  a  boon th e  snake had received . 
f t i s L  175.17-21..
5) See ib id .. 175-78.
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your eyes, 0 g r e a t  kingt Why, 0 Kaunteya, should  Time w ait on one whose 
l i f e  d im in ishes every  moment as  powdered co lly rium  does w ith  a needle . Now 
then, he whose l i f e  i s  im m easurable, o r who knows i t s  d u ra tio n , he can w ait 
fo r  Time, se e in g  i t  a l l  c le a rly . 0 King, w hile we a re  w a itin g  fo r  th ir te e n  
y ea rs , Time d im in ishes our l iv e s  and w ill  lead  us to  dea th . For, o f th o se  
w ith bodies, d ea th  alw ays b e fa l ls  th e i r  bodies. T h erefo re , b e fo re  we die, 
l e t  us s t r i v e  fo r  our kingdom!1
In th is  in s ta n c e , then , Time i s  an a l l  bu t p e rso n a lise d  fo rce , q u i te  beyond th e
c o n tro l o f m o rta ls , th a t  d rag s  a l l  men to  dea th  and d e s tru c tio n . However, though
I t  was a fo rc e  beyond human c o n tro l, Bhima's a t t i t u d e  in  th i s  case  was not one
of p a ss iv e  re s ig n a tio n , bu t o f e x e r t in g  them selves to  th e  f u l l  w hile they  had the
chance.
Also d u ring  th e  PaijqJavas' so jou rn  in th e  fo re s t ,  a rakpasa  c a lle d  J a ^ a s u ra  
( 'th e  b ra id ed  a su ra ') , who had d es ig n s  on th e i r  weapons, came to  l iv e  w ith  them 
in  th e  d is g u is e  o f a brahmin. In due course , 'w ith  h is  mind overcome by Time'
(kalopahatacetasam J,3 th e  rak?asa  kidnapped th e  Papglavas and s to le  th e i r  weapons. 
And once again , showing a c e r ta in  m oral dimension, Time did d r iv e  th e  wicked 
rak$asa  to  h is  d e s tru c tio n , fo r  Bhima had been absen t hun ting , and soon 
despatched  th e  m onster a f t e r  th e  in e v ita b le  t r e e - f ig h t .3
There a re  a ls o  very  sp o rad ic  com parisons o f c re a tu re ly  m ight and prow ess 
w ith  th e  d e s tru c t iv e  c a p a c i t ie s  o f Time. Draupadi, r e f le c t in g  on th e  v i r tu e s  o f 
her husbands, says o f A rjuna 's  bowmanehip: 'in  th e  r a p id i ty  o f f i r in g  h is
1) Saipdhiip k p tvaiva  k a len a  an takena p a ta t r i ^ a /  
Anantenapram eyena s r o ta s a  s a rv a h a r i i ja / /
Pratyak?aip manyase kalaip m artyah sankalabandhanah / 
Phenadharma m ahara ja  phaladharm a ta th a iv a  c a / /
Nim e§adapi kaun teya y a sy a y u ra p a c ly a te / 
SucyevanjanacQ roasya k im iti  p r a t ip a la y e t / /
Yo nunamam itayub sy a d a th a  v a p i p ram ao av it/
Sa kalaip v a i p r a t lk ? e ta  sa rv a p ra ty a k $ a d a r$ iv a n //  
P ra tik^am aijankalo  nab sam a ra ja h s tra y o d a ^ a /
Ayu§o apacayaip k r tv a  m araciayopane^yati//
Qarlriflaip h i maraparp ^ a r i r e  n ity am ag ritam /
P rageva m araipattasm adrajyS yaiva  g h a tam ah e // ib id .. 36 ,1-6 .
2) Ibid.. 154.30. 3) Ib id .. 154.1-61..
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arrow s he i s  l ik e  Time, th e  Ender and Yama'.1 And a f t e r  A rjuna 's  g re a t  b a t t le  
w ith  th e  N ivatakavacas, Arjuna d e sc r ib e s  th e  demons a s  savage  f ig h te r s  in  th e  
shape o f Time <yudha raudrafi kalarupali).2 The t e r r ib l e  rak$asa  K irm lra, 'eq u a l to  
Time ( i t s e l f  >' (kalakalpo  vyadpgyata), a lso  makes a b r ie f  appearance b e fo re  the  
Pao^avas ,3 Bhima, however, despatched  him in f a i r ly  p e rfu n c to ry  fash ion .
I t  i s  no t u n t i l  th e  Vdyogaparvan th a t  re fe re n c e s  to  f a te  and Time again  
become more fre q u e n t. By th is  tim e th e  Pao^avas had com pleted th e i r  th i r te e n  
y e a rs  o f e x ile  and n e g o tia tio n s  had begun fo r  th e  r e tu rn  o f th e i r  kingdom. Much 
depended on th e  n e g o tia tio n s  fo r  th e  p r ic e  o f f a i lu r e  was a ssu re d  d e s tru c tio n . As 
th e  acrimony, ten s io n , and p ro sp ec t o f c o n f l ic t  ro se , c o n s id e ra tio n s  o f f a te  seem 
to  have come more re a d i ly  to  th e  minds o f th e  p r in c ip a l  a c to rs . Thus when 
D h p ta ra ? tra 's  c h a r io te e r  Saipjaya journeyed  to  th e  Papcjava c o u rt a s  an envoy on 
b eh a lf o f th e  Kauravas, Kp§i?a fo r th r ig h t ly  approved th e  r ig h tn e s s  o f th e  Paiidava 
cause, and made c le a r  h is  own lack  o f conv ic tion  about n e g o tia tio n s . Death and 
d e s tru c tio n , th rough  th e  power o f f a te , was what he expected . As Kp$pa 
proclaim ed: 'When, perform ing  th e i r  a n c e s t ra l  duty , they  f a l l  to  t h e i r  dea th  
through  th e  power o f fa te , f u l f i l l i n g  th e i r  own duty  a s  f a r  a s  p o ss ib le , th en  
th e i r  very  d ea th  w ill  be p ra is e d .M- Y udh i? th ira , though, rem ained alm ost 
d e sp e ra te ly  hop efu l th a t  some p ea ce fu l s o lu tio n  could be found. To Saipjaya, 
Y udh i? th lra  denied  any w arlike  in te n tio n s , and, c i t in g  an ex trem e case, f e l t  th a t  
even one cu rsed  by f a te  would not so choose: 'Why would a man ever knowingly 
wage war? Who, cu rsed  by f a te , would choose w ar?,e
1> Q a ra tis a rg e  $ Ig h ra tv a tk a lan tak ay am o p am ab // ib id .. 28.23.
2) Ib id .. 167.5. 3) Ib id .. 12.20.
4) Te c e tp i t r y e  karm api vartam ana
a p a d y e ra n d i$ tava<fena mptyum/
Y atha^ak tya  pu rayan tab  svakarm a
tadapye^aip nidhanaip sya tp ra< jastam // Udyogaparvan, 29.18.
5) Kuto yuddhaip j a t u  narab  p ra ja n an
ko da lvagap to  a b h iv p p lta  yuddham/ ib id ..
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The p r in c ip a l  d i f f ic u l ty  in  th e  n e g o tia tio n s  was th e  in tra n s ig e n c e  of 
Duryodhana and h is  s u p p o rte rs . From th e  very  beginning  Duryodhana had d ec la red  
h is  p o s itio n : he would no t r e tu rn  so much land a s  could be covered by th e  poin t 
o f a need le . I t  was a p o s it io n  from which he was no t to  budge d e s p ite  th e  
appeals  o f h is  f a th e r  King D h r ta ra ^ tra , h is  m other Queen G andharl, v a rio u s  Kuru 
e ld e rs , and Kp$$a's own s p e c ia l  form o f diplomacy. C onsequently , as  h is  a tte m p ts  
a t  p e rsu a s io n  came to  no th ing  and war seemed more and more lik e ly , King 
D hptarag-tra could only exp la in  a s i tu a t io n  which was w ell beyond h is  c o n tro l as 
due to  th e  d e s tru c t iv e  power o f Time: 'These fo o lish  Kurus have fa lle n  under the  
power o f Time, and a re  p e r is h in g . '1 R e flec tin g  l a t e r  on how Duryodhana had 
re fu se d  to  accep t Kp?i>a's w ise counsel, D h p ta ra ? tra  concluded th a t  he was being 
pu lled  along by Time <.kp$tafy kalena>,= And when Duryodhana, h is s in g  lik e  a g re a t  
snake <mahanaga Iva gasan) s tro d e  out o f th e  co u rt w ith  h is  fo llo w ers  a f t e r  
c lash in g  w ith  Kp§i?a, Bhl§ma s ta te d :  'I  th in k  th i s  e n t i r e  k $ a tr iy a  c la s s  is  cooked 
by Time, 0 Janardana, fo r  a l l  th e  p rin c e s  along w ith  t h e i r  c o u n c illo rs  follow  out 
o f f o l ly . '3 Bhi^ma, too, could only exp la in  some of th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  optim ism  o f 
th e  war p a r ty  in  term s o f th e  delud ing  powers o f Time. When Karija bragged th a t  
he w ith  h is  b e s t  tro o p s  would s la y  th e  Papdavas w ith  t h e i r  a l l ie s ,  Bhl$ma 
snapped th a t  h is  mind had been se iz e d  by Time (ka laparitabu ddh e>.*
By th e  tim e o f h is  own m ission  to  H astinapura, in  an a tte m p t to  r e s to r e  
peace, Kp§oa d esc rib ed  th e  D h a r ta r a ^ r a s  a s  'having been cooked by Time'
(kalapakva ). And Arjuna re a s s u re d  DraupadI th a t  i f  Duryodhana heeded no t K p ^ a 's
1) E te n a^ y an ti kuravo mandSfr kSlavagaip g a ta l} // ib id .. 50.59; a ls o  56.27.
2) Droijaparvan, 61.25.
3) Kalapakvamidaip manye sa rvak$atraq i ja n a rd a n a /
Sarve h y an u sp ta  m o h a tp a rth iv a lj saha m antribh ii} // Udyogaparvan, 126.31.
4) Ibid.. 61.7.
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advice, th en  he would succumb to  th e  power o f  f a te  (.d i$ tasya  va^ame^yatl),'1 As 
expected , Duryodhana paid  no a t te n t io n  to  th e  word o f God In ca rn a te , and 
u ltim a te ly  walked out o rd e rin g  h is  fo llo w ers  to  march to  th e  f ie ld  o f K uruk?etra. 
The kings, Kr?i)a r e la te d  on h is  r e tu rn , made Bhl?ma commander and d ep a rted  w ith  
th e i r  tro o p s  'e x u lta n t  and urged on by Time' (saiphp$tab ka lacod ita fr>.2 Krsoa now 
d e c is iv e ly  concluded th a t  th e  K auravas, under Duryodhana's sway, were 'cooked by 
Time' ikSlapakvam')',3 'im pelled  by Time' th e  Kauravas had d is re g a rd e d  h is  w ords.4- 
And KuntI, too , who more than  anyone was aw are o f th e  f u l l  trag ed y  of the  
impending fam ily  c o n f l ic t ,  could only c i te  f a te  a f t e r  she  had fa i le d  to  ta lk  Karoa 
in to  tak in g  h is  p o s itio n  as he r e ld e s t  son and f ig h tin g  fo r th e  Pa^qJavas. 
Embracing him and shuddering  w ith sorrow , she lam ented: 'So i t  must be then , th e  
Kauravas w ill  go to  th e i r  d e s tru c tio n , As you have sa id , 0 Kanrrn, f a te  is  a l l -  
p ow erfu l.'3 A fte r  th e  end o f th e  b a t t le ,  KuntI exp la ined  to  Y udhi$^hira, g r ie f  
s tr ic k e n  a t  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f t h e i r  e ld e s t  b ro th e r , th a t  she and Surya had 
form erly  t r i e d  to  p a c ify  Karoa and induce him to  jo in  h is  b ro th e rs ; but 's e iz e d  by 
Time' <ka laparita fr> he was determ ined  on enm ity and d iv is io n .3 For KuntI, th e  
anguished  m other, f a te  seems to  be a ll-p o w e rfu l, in ex o rab le  and in sc ru ta b le , 
However, King Qalya, uncle  o f th e  Panqlavas, held  a more o p tim is tic  view of 
f a te , a s su r in g  Y u d h i^ h ira  th a t  'A ll th is  s u ffe r in g , 0 hero , w ill  end in happiness. 
Do no t vent your anger over i t  ( fo r)  f a te  i s  s tro n g e r  h e re . '7. In t h i s  in s ta n c e , a t  
l e a s t ,  $a lya  se e s  a m oral elem ent to  th e  working o f fa te ;  though given th a t  $a lya
1) Ib id .. 81.4. 2) Ib id .. 148.4.
3) Ibid.. 129.3.
4) Na k u rv a n ti  vaco mahyam kuravah k a la c o d ita h /  Qalyaparvan, 34.9.
5) Evaip v a i bhavyam etena k^ayaip y a s y a n ti  k au ravah /
Y atha tvaip b h a^ ase  karoa daivaip tu  b a la v a tta ra m //  Udyogaparvan, 144.24.
6) Q antiparvan , 6 .5 -8 .
7) Sarvaip dubkhamidaip v i ra  sukhodarkam b h a v i? y a ti /
N Stra m anyustvaya k§ryo v id h ir ih a  b a la v a tta ra f t / /  Udyogaparvan, 8.35,
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had ju s t  Inform ed th e  Pao<javas he would f ig h t  fo r Duryodhana, Y u d h is th ira  must 
have wondered.
The f in a l  say  on th e  e f f e c t  o f f a te  and Time in b rin g in g  about th is  g re a t  
trag ed y  i s  l e f t  to  K pfpa's o ld e r b ro th e r  Balarama. As he ad d ressed  th e  Pai^qlavas 
and Kp?oa w ith  war imminent, he sa id : 'There s h a ll  be an ex trem ely  v io le n t (and) 
t e r r ib l e  d e s tru c tio n  o f men. A ssuredly  t h i s  is  fa te d  I th in k  (and) cannot be 
a v e rted . ... The w a rrio r  c la s s  o f th e  e a r th  has assem bled, undoutedly  cooked by 
Time, (and) th e re  w ill  be a very  g re a t  d e s tru c tio n , mixed in  f le s h  and b lo o d .'1
The most fre q u e n t re fe re n c e s  to  f a t e  and Time occur w ithou t a doubt in  the  
b a t t l e  books (th e  Bbi§ma, Drona, Karpa and £alyaparvans); and th i s  again  su g g e s ts  
th a t  i t  i s  w ith in  th e  c o n tex t o f death , d e s tru c tio n  and c a ta s tro p h e  th a t  th e  
e f f e c ts  o f f a te  and Time a re  most re a d ily  seen  a t  work. Throughout th e  
Mahabharata much l i t e r a r y  e f f o r t  i s  pu t in to  th e  p ro d uction  o f a p p ro p ria te  
com paratives and s u p e r la t iv e s  to  h ig h lig h t and em bellish  th e  co u rse  o f ev en ts . In 
c o n te x ts  invo lv ing  human b a t t l e  and d e s tru c tio n , th e  most f re q u e n t com parisons 
a re  to  th e  d e s tru c t iv e  powers o f Time, as  w ell a s  to  th e  Ender o r Death, and 
Yama. Not uno ften  th e s e  term s a re  linked  to g e th e r , th e  c o n tex t making i t  c le a r  
th a t  th ey  a re  con sid e red  in te rch an g eab le . Time, e sp e c ia lly , i s  seen  a s  a s im ile  
fo r  d ea th  and d e s tru c tio n .
While such com parisons, as  we have seen, a re  o cc as io n a lly  made in  th e  e a r l ie r  
parvans, th ey  become ex trem ely  fre q u e n t th roughou t th e  b a t t l e  books. Thus Arjuna 
c a re e rs  in  b a t t l e  l ik e  Time <.vyacaratkalavadrape),z  and h is  f e a t s  a re  so  awesome 
he i s  s a id  to  resem ble  Time, Yama and th e  Ender (kalantakayamopamam),3 and to  be
1) Bhavitayaip m aharaudro darupah  pu ru?ak?ayah /
Di?tam etaddhruvaip manye na ^ a k y am ativ a rtitu m //
Sametaip parth ivaiji k^atraiji kSlapakvaraasaip^ayam/
Vimardah sum ahanbhavl m ansaqo^iitakardam ah// ib id .. 154.24 & 26
2) Bhi^maparvan, 105,12. 3) Ib id .. 51.38; a lso  Dropaparvan, 134.35.
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lik e  th e  en raged  Ender (antakamiva kruddharp)(’ and he w reaks d e v a s ta tio n  lik e  
Time a t  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  Yuga (kaleneva  yugakfaye),'*  E lsew here Arjuna 
sh o o ts  arrow s 'resem b ling  th e  f i r e s  o f Time' <kalajvalanasaipnibha ),)), ^  and arrows 
resem bling  th e  Ender (antakopamaift').* When he f ig h ts  th e  Saipsaptakas, 'armed w ith 
h is  bow he shone fo r th  lik e  Time i t s e l f  in  shape ' (prababhau dhanvT kSlo  
vigrahavanlva),e He a ls o  moves about in  b a t t l e  'l ik e  th e  Ender w ith  noose in  hand' 
(.pagahasta ivantakafr).5 As Arjuna and Karoa b a t t l e  each o th e r  they  both  
resem bled Yama, Time and th e  Ender <yamakalantakopamauX7 and Arjuna sh o o ts  
arrow s a t  Karima, each resem bling  th e  rod o f th e  Ender <antakadapdasaipnlbhafr').,B
On th e  o th e r  s id e , th e  m ighty w a rrio r  Bhl$ma i s  compared to  Time which 
makes dea th  in  a moment <kalarp ya th a  mptyukptaip kpanena').* In a t e r r ib l e  b a t t le ,  
Bhl?ma resem b les  th e  Ender b e g o tte n  by Time <.kalasp$tamivantakam>,' °  and Bhigma 
s la u g h te rs  th e  Paptfava army lik e  Time a t  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  Yuga (kaleneva  
yugakpaye').'11 Indeed, i t  would be p o ss ib le  to  compile s im ila r  l i s t s  fo r  each of 
th e  p r in c ip a l  com batants on both  s id e s , th e  common denom inator being th a t  th e  
b a t t l e  might o f each i s  compared to  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  powers o f Time. Some of th e  
com parisons, too, a re  so v iv id  th a t  Time alm ost ta k e s  on th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f a 
p e rso n a lise d  fo rc e  th a t  b r in g s  d e s tru c tio n  to  man. For in s ta n c e , in  one o f th e  
te r r ib l e  b a t t l e s  in  th e  Dropaparvan 'People thought: "In t h i s  tum ultuous b a t t le ,  
Time ( i t s e l f )  sw allow s th e  w a rrio rs  who have been s tu p e f ie d  by D hrstadyum na."'12
Throughout th e  b a t t l e  books, f a t e  and Time a re  a lso  p o r tra y e d  as  fo rc e s
I)  Dronaparvan,50.80; a lso  61,3. 2) Bhi^raaparvan, 100.4.
3) Droijaparvan, 74.7. 4) Ib id ., 78.27.
5) Kari?aparvan, 32, 6) Ib id .. 40.91 & 95.
7) Ib id .. 63.15. 8) Ib id .. 66.31.
9> Bhl§maparvan, 81.20. 10) Ib id ,, 104.39.
I I )  Ib id ., 102.75.
12) Kalal} sa q ig ra sa te  yodhandhp?tadyum nena m oh itan /
Saipgrame tum ule ta s m in n iti  saijimenire janal> // Dropaparvan, 70,24.
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th a t  push men on to  deeds o f t e r r ib l e  d e s tru c tio n , in c lu d in g  th e  g ro ss e r  
v io la tio n s  o f dharma, Thus in  th e  BhX$maparvan i t  i s  r e la te d  how th e  k fa tr iy a s  
slew  each o th e r  w ith  gruesom e weapons, 'im pelled  by Time' <k a la co d ita i
Elsew here, th e  te x t  r e f e r s  to  k g a tr iy a s  'im pelled  by Time' Ckalacoditai?) going to
th e i r  d e s tru c tio n  in  b a t t l e  a g a in s t  A rjuna.2 In a n o th e r p a r t ic u la r ly  t e r r ib l e  
b a t t l e  in  th e  BhX?maparvan in  which a l l  s o c ia l  bounds broke down, i t  i s  described  
how fa th e r  slew  son, and son slew  fa th e r ,  and f r ie n d  a tta c k e d  f r ie n d  'fo rc e d  by 
d e s tin y ' o r  'th ro u g h  th e  s tr e n g th  o f f a t e ' <daJvabaJat).3 When Duryodhana and 
S a ty ak i lin ed  up fo r  b a t t le ,  Duryodhana r e f le c te d  on th e i r  happy childhood shared
to g e th e r  and concluded: 'fo r  Time i s  i r r e s i s t i b l e '  (k a lo  h i duratikram ah).4
Elsew here Time d r iv e s  men to  t h e i r  d e s tru c tio n , w ith  t r u e  im p a r tia l i ty . In h is  
f in a l  b a t t l e  Dropa invoked th e  c e le s t i a l  Brahma weapon, and then , 'im pelled  by 
Time* <kalacod lta fr) th e  Papdavas, P an ca la s  and so  on began to  approach h is  
c h a rio t to  t h e i r  d e s tru c t io n .5 On th e  o th e r  hand, in  th e  g re a t  c o n f l ic t  betw een 
Karpa and Gha^otkaca, th e  rakpasa  invoked a t e r r ib l e  c e le s t i a l  weapon which 
show ered th e  Kaurava fo rc e s  w ith a l l  s o r t s  o f weapons causing  enormous 
d e v a s ta tio n . According to  th e  te x t ,  t h is  c ru e l  d e s tru c tio n  o f Kaurava he roes  was 
c re a te d  by Time ik a lo ts p $ ie ) .& And i t  was Time, too, th a t  c a r r ie d  Gha^otkaca o ff, 
and no t K arpa's d iv in e  sp ear. As th e  sage  Vyasa exp la ined  to  Y u d h i^ M ra , who was 
weighed down by th e  prow ess o f th e  m ighty Karpa: 'For, making In d ra 's  sp e a r  th e  
in stru m en t, he was s tru c k  down by Time.'^ O ccasionally , too , f a te  is  seen a s  a 
fo rc e  th a t  i s  p a r t ia l ,  and which may p ro te c t  as w ell a s  d e s tro y . Thus a f t e r  th e  
d ea th  o f Karpa, Qalya 'c o n so le s ' Duryodhana w ith th e  view th a t  i t  was a l l  th e
1) Bhi§maparvan, 66.17. 2) Dropaparvan, 18.17.
3) Bhl?maparvan, 102.27. 4) Dropaparvan, 164.28,
5) Ib id .. 165.101, 6) Ib id .. 154.40. See 154.24-39.
7) Vasaviip karapaip kp tva  k a le n a p a h a to  h y asau / ib id .. 158.58.
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doing o f f a te .  Though Karpa had a tta c k e d  th e  two K r?pas in  a b a t t l e  w ithou t 
equal, n e v e r th e le s s , 'w hatever i s  f a te  p roceeds beyond our c o n tro l; (and) i t  is  
p ro te c tin g  th e  Papdavas and d e s tro y in g  u s . '1 R ecalling  th e  many h e ro es  who were 
v igorous, brave, s tro n g , o f num erous q u a l i t i e s  and unslay ab le , y e t who had been 
s la in  by th e  Papdavas, £alya advised: 'T herefo re , do not g rie v e , 0 B hara ta , i t  is  
fa ted . The a tta in m e n t o f one 's  aim s a l te r n a te s  (and) th e re  i s  not alw ays 
su c c e s s . '2 O ccasionally , though, f a te  i s  seen  as a fo rce  th a t  may p ro te c t  a s  w ell 
a s  d es tro y . When Dhr?‘tadyurana i s  p ierced  w ith t e r r ib l e  a rrow s sho t by Kppa, h is  
c h a r io te e r  e x p la in s  h is  s u rv iv a l  a s  a consequence o f f a te  <da tva yo g a t).3
O ften Time and f a te  e x e rc ise  th e i r  d e s tru c tiv e  p o te n t ia ls  by delud ing  and 
p e rv e r tin g  th e  judgem ent o f th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts ,  d riv in g  them on to  a c ts  o f fo lly . 
Thus when Bhl$ma f in a l ly  f e l l ,  th e  even t was so s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  bo th  s id e s  
g a th e red  around him and l is te n e d  to  him ta lk  in  favou r o f peace. However, d e s p ite  
th e  w eighty  words o f th e  g ra n d fa th e r  o f th e  Papdavas and Kauravas, th ey  again  
issu ed  fo r th  fo r  b a t t l e  'im pelled  by Time' (k a la c o d ita i), and w ith  t h e i r  'minds 
overpow ered by Time' (ka lopah a tace tasa fy .* At a n o th e r po in t in b a t t l e  where 
Arjuna, in f u l l  cry, seems to  be everyw here, i t  i s  d e sc rib ed  how th e  Kaurava 
tro o p s  began to  s t r ik e  each o th e r , and even them selves fo r, 'Deluded by Time, 
they  be lieved  th e  world to  e x is t  o f P a rth a  (only).'® And when Karpa moved forw ard 
to  do b a t t l e  w ith  Arjuna, th e re  were t e r r i b l e  p o r te n ts  o f d e s tru c tio n , bu t 
's tu p e f ie d  by f a te ' th e  Kauravas paid  no a t te n t io n  to  them and though t v ic to ry  
was theirs.®  At a more in d iv id u a l lev e l, Duryodhana's judgem ent and aw areness
1) Daivaiji tu  ya tta tsvavagaip  pravpttaip
ta tp a p d a v a n p a ti  h in a s t i  casm an/ Karpaparvan, 68.10.
2) Tanma $uco b h a ra ta  d i§ ta m e ta -
tp a ry a y a s id d h irn a  s a d a s t i  s id d h ih / /  ib id .. 68.12.
3) Ib id .. 19.53. 4) Dropaparvan, 1.18.
5) Parthabhutam am anyanta ja g a tk a le n a  m ohitah/7  ib id .. 64.43.
6) Karpaparvan, 26.34-39 .
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continued  to  be so  b lig h ted , th a t  h is  own fa th e r  could only conclude: 'The noose 
o f d ea th  i s  p laced  b e fo re  © uryodhana) who Is  deluded by th e  yoke o f f a t e .M 
Fate, too , i s  th e  only ex p la n a tio n  th a t  can be found fo r  D uryodhana's unwavering 
optimism, even as d e fe a t seems in c re a s in g ly  c e r ta in . With th e  d e s tru c tio n  of 
Bhl?ma and th e  dea th  o f Droija, th e  odds moved h eav ily  a g a in s t  th e  Kaurava cause. 
But w ith  th e  I n s ta l la t io n  o f  Karna as  g en era l, Duryodhana, 'u rged  on by Time' 
(.kalacodital)}, s t i l l  considered  h is  purpose a s  a tta in e d .*  Elsew here, though, i t  is  
a g le e fu l  Duryodhana who deems A rjuna 's  judgem ent to  be 'a s s a i le d  by f a te '
<daivenopahatah)3 and 'im pelled  by Time' Ckalacod lta ft)* when Arjuna ra s h ly  vows 
to  s la y  King Jay ad ra th a  by th e  end o f th e  nex t day o r e n te r  a b laz ing  f i r e .
B esides a c ts  o f d ea th  and d e s tru c tio n , f a te  and Time a re  a lso  c a lle d  upon to  
exp la in  o th e rw ise  seem ingly in ex p lic a b le  re v e rs e s  and f a i lu r e s .  For In stan ce , 
a f t e r  th e  m ighty N arayaoa weapon had been b a ff le d  by Kr§i?a, a s h a tte re d  
A^vattham an could  only conclude: 'f o r  Time i s  i r r e s i s t i b l e '  <k a lo  h i 
d u r a tik r a m a h 'iF ate  is  a lso  f re e ly  c ite d  to  exp la in  one o f th e  major se tb a c k s  to  
th e  K auravas d u rin g  th e  b a t t le :  th e  d ea th  o f King Jay ad ra th a . When Arjuna vows to  
s la y  Ja y ad ra th a  by th e  nex t day o r e n te r  a b laz ing  f i r e ,  Kar$a a s s u re s  Duryodhana 
th a t ,  devo ted  to  h is  w elfa re , he would f ig h t to  th e  b e s t o f h is  a b i l i t i e s .  But, he 
added, 'v ic to ry  i s  dependent on f a t e ' ija yo  da ive  p ra ti$ th ita £ i).G A fte r  th e  dea th  
o f Ja y ad ra th a , i t  i s  Droi^a th a t  Duryodhana tu rn s  upon, v i r tu a l ly  accusing  him of 
p e rf id y  in  no t p ro te c tin g  th e  king from A rjuna.r  But Kar^a defends Droiria fo r 
u ltim a te ly  J a y a d ra th a 's  dea th  was due to  fa te : 'I  co n s id e r ( th a t)  w hatever i s  
found fo reo rd a in ed  by f a te  w ill no t o th e rw ise  b e ,'e And as  Ja y ad ra th a  had been
1) Mohito daivayogena m p t y u p a g a p u r a s k p t a b /  ib id .. 10.40.
2) Ib id .. 6.44.
3> Droijaparvan, 120.16. 4) Ib id .. 120.20.
5) Ib id .. 172.46. 6) Ib id .. 120.29. See 120.26-29.
7) Ib id .. 127.1-11,
8) Daivadrsto anyathabhavo na manye vidyate k vacit// ibid.. 127.13.
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s la in  d e s p ite  th e i r  u tm ost e x e rtio n s , then  ‘f a te  here  was suprem e' (daivam atra  
paraip),'
Karpa then  ex tended  th i s  argum ent even fu r th e r .  R ecounting th e i r  v a rio u s  
e f f o r t s  to  d e fe a t  th e  Paptfavas, Karpa f e l t  th a t  th e re  was n o th in g  w anting in 
th e i r  e f f o r t s ,  and n o th in g  o u ts ta n d in g  in th e  a c tio n s  o f th e  Pap<javas. In stead , he 
concluded: ' i t  was th e  a c tio n  o f f a t e  th rough  which our manly e f f o r t  was 
f r u s t r a t e d ' (daivasya  tatkarm a paurupaip yena nagitam ).'jE And i t  was im personal 
and in s c ru ta b le  f a t e  th a t  Karpa seemed to  have in  mind: 'F a te  i s  th e  a u th o r i ty  in 
a l l  a c tio n s , v ir tu o u s  o r o th erw ise . For fa te , i t s  purpose u n d is tra c te d , w atches 
even th e  s le e p in g . '3 N ev erth e less , d e s p ite  th e  power o f f a te ,  Karpa s t i l l  argued  
th a t  men must perform  th e i r  d u tie s :  'What must be done by a man who a c ts  w ith 
r e a l  r e s o lu tio n , th a t  should  be done f e a r le s s ly  -  (though) su c ce ss  depends on 
fa te . '*
Perhaps th e  most incom prehensib le  f a i lu r e  in  th e  whole b a t t l e  i s  why Karna 
never used h is  in v in c ib le  d iv ine  sp e a r  -  g u a ran teed  to  s la y  one enemy -  to  
d e s tro y  Arjuna, an a c t which would have changed th e  whole b a t t le .  The te x t  i s  
q u i te  aw are o f th i s  g la r in g  anomoly, and ex p la in s  how each n ig h t a t  t h e i r  war 
council, th e  Kauravas re so lv e d  th a t  on th e  morrow Karpa should  h u r l  th e  d iv ine  
m iss ile  a t  e i th e r  Arjuna o r Kp?pa. However, on each occasion  Karpa f a i le d  to  
throw th e  d iv in e  weapon fo r  h is  mind was overcome by f a te  (daivopa-  
h a ta b u d d h itva t).s
F a te  i s  a ls o  p a r t  o f th e  ex p lan a tio n  why v a rio u s  Kaurava n o ta b le s  f ig h t  on 
in  a cause  th a t  re fu se d  to  p ro sp er. For in s ta n c e , a s  Bhl^ma l ie s  on h is  bed o f 
arrow s, Karpa approached and a r e c o n c il ia t io n  o f s o r t s  occurs.
1> Ibid .. 127.14-. 2) Ib id .. 127.24.
3) Daivani pramapaip sa rv a sy a  s u k r ta s y e ta ra s y a  v a /
Ananyakarma daivaqi h i  j a g a r t i  sv a p a ta m a p i// ib id .. 127.22.
4) Y atkartavyaip manu§yepa v y av asay av a ta  s a t a /  
Tatkaryam avi^ankena s id d h ird a iv e  p r a t i ^ ^ h i t a / /  ib id .. 127.17.
5> Ib id .. 158.8. See 158.4-9.
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Bhipma fo rm ally  renounced th e  w rath  he had harboured  a g a in s t  Karpa, and bade him be 
reco n c iled  w ith th e  Paptfavas so  th a t  h o s t i l i t i e s  could end .1 Karpa, however, 
exp lained  th a t  having p a rta k en  o f D uryodhana's dominion he could  no t fo rsak e  
Duryodhana's cause, even though he had no doubt about th e  outcome: 'The r e s u l t  which 
must be cannot be av e rted . Who i s  ab le  to  a v e rt f a te  w ith  human e f f o r t . '2 Thus, 
though he knew f u l l  w ell th a t  th e  Papdavas and Kp$pa were in v in c ib le  to  o th e r  men, 
n e v e r th e le s s  f ig h t  them he would. T herefo re , he sought Bhlpm a's perm ission  to  f ig h t, 
and th is  th e  old  w a rrio r  accorded, because fo r  a k $ a tr iy a  th e re  was no th ing  b e t te r  
than  a r ig h te o u s  b a t t l e .3 A ccepting th e  decree  o f fa te , u n fav o u rab le  though i t  must 
be, Karpa was p repared  to  f ig h t  on to  sa feg u a rd  h is  s ta n d in g  as  a k$a triya . Perhaps 
th e  same may have been th e  a t t i t u d e  o f Duryodhana when, a t  th e  beginning  o f th e  
$alyaparvan , w ith  a l l  h is  g re a t  w a rr io rs  dead, 'C onsidering  f a te  and d e s tin y  a s  a l l -  
pow erful, th e  king, firm ly  re so lv ed  on b a t t le ,  again  marched fo r th  fo r  th e  f ig h t . '4
In many o f th e  re fe re n c e s  to  f a te  so f a r  in th e  b a t t l e  books, th e  em phasis, 
im p lic it  or o th erw ise , i s  on f a t e  and Time as  a ll-p o w e rfu l  and in v in c ib le  fo rces , 
which o p e ra te  q u ite  beyond human in fluence , However, th e re  a re  in d ic a tio n s  in  th e  
b a t t l e  books th a t  th is  was not th e  only view. For in s ta n c e , w ith th e  dea th  o f Dropa, 
th e  Kauravas held  a co u n c il o f war to  appo in t a new g en e ra l. D ropa's son,
A(j:vatthaman spoke f i r s t .  R e fle c tin g  on th e  g o d -lik e  Kaurava w a rrio rs  who had been 
s la in  d e s p ite  t h e i r  s k i l l ,  p e rsev eran ce  and devotion, he concluded: 'Passion , e x e rtio n , 
s k i l l ,  p o licy  have been d ec la re d  by th e  lea rn ed  to  be th e  means fo r  accom plishing 
pu rposes -  (bu t) a l l  depends on f a t e , 'B However, in  s p i t e  o f th e  lo s s  of th e se  
w a rrio rs  they  shou ld  not d e sp a ir  o f v ic to ry , fo r 'w ith  w ise po licy  he re  in  a l l  manner
1) See Bhlpmaparvan, 117.4-19.
2) Avaqyabhavi v a i yo a r th o  na sa  ^akyo n iv a r t itu m /
Daivaip p u ru p ak arep a  ko n iv a r t i tu m u ts a h e t / /  ib id .. 117.24; a ls o  cf. Karpaparvan, 
26.54.
3) Bhlpmaparvan, 117.20-32.
4) Sa daivaip balavanm atva bhavitavyaip ca p a r th iv a b /
Saipgrame niqcayaip kp tva  punaryuddhaya n iry a y a u //  £a lyaparvan , 1.7.
5) Rago y o g a s ta th a  dSkpyaiji n ay a£ ce ty a rth asad h ak § b /
Upayab p a p d ita ib  p ro k tab  sa rv e  d a iv a s a m a g r ita b //  K arpaparvan, 6.12.
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o f pu rposes even f a te  can be put in  th e  r ig h t  d ire c tio n .* 1 T h e re fo re  Agvatthaman 
recommended they  should  i n s t a l l  Karpa. The im p lica tio n  in  A ^vattham an 's view i s  th a t  
w ith  th e  p roper e f f o r t ,  f a te ,  f a r  from being in f le x ib le , can be made favou rab le .
Karpa, who has such a lo t to  say  about f a te , a lso  o f f e r s  a s im ila r  view. When 
Karpa i s  rep roved  by Kppa in  th e  Dropaparvan fo r  h is  h a b itu a l  b o as tin g , he r e p l ie s  
th a t  he could se e  no f a u l t  (domain) w ith  he roes  who b o as ted  on th e  f ie ld  o f b a t t le ,  
fo r  'When a man m enta lly  r e s o lv e s  to  bear a burden, s u re ly  f a t e  comes to  h is  
a s s is ta n c e  in  t h a t . '2 F reely  pu t, K arpa's view seemed to  be th a t  th e  h a rd e r  one 
tr ie d ,  th e  more f a te  would favour one.3
In h is  a t ta c k  upon th e  v ic to r io u s  Pap<java camp, A^vattham an a lso  seems to  view 
f a te  a s  a fo rc e  th a t  can be circum vented. A fte r  u n su c c e ss fu lly  b a t t l in g  th e  t e r r ib l e  
d iv ine  image th a t  con fro n ted  him b e fo re  th e  g a te  o f th e  camp, Agvattham an could 
only bemoan th e  power o f f a te  compared to  human e f f o r t :  'Who, h e re  on e a r th , i s  ab le  
to  do th e  t r u ly  im possib le  w ith  s tr e n g th  and power. For manly e x e rtio n , i t  is  
d ec la red , i s  never more pow erfu l than  f a t e . '4 A<jvatthaman concluded: 'T herefo re , my 
tu rn in g  away from b a t t l e  has been o rdained  by fa te . U nless f a te  should  change, in  no 
way a t  a l l  s h a l l  I be ab le  to  beg in  h e re . '6 A^vattham an, though, was not to  be cowed 
by th e  power o f f a te , fo r  a s  we have seen, he sought th e  p ro te c tio n  o f Mahadeva and 
fu lly  achieved  h is  purpose.
By th e  end o f th e  g re a t  18 day b a t t le ,  th e  post-m ortem s begin  on th e  t e r r ib l e
1) S u n l ta i r ih a  sa rv a rth a ird a iv a m a p y an u lo m y a te // ib id .. 6.14.
2) Yarp bharam  puru$o voqlhuip m anasa h i v y a v a sy a ti/
Daivamasya dhruvaqi t a t r a  sah ay y a y o p a p a d y a te // Dropaparvan, 133.27. See 133.25-27.
3) As w ell, when Karpa and Arjuna f in a l ly  face  up to  each o th e r  fo r  t h e i r  t i t a n ic  
s tru g g le , Brahma and £ iva inform  th e  o th e r  gods th a t  A rjuna would s u re ly  be 
v ic to r io u s : 'I n te l l ig e n t ,  pow erfu l, brave, an e x p e rt in  arms, devout, th a t  g re a tly  
lu s t ro u s  (man) p o sse s se s  th e  e n t i r e  sc ien ce  o f a rchery . Because o f h is  g re a t  
m ajesty  he can overcome d e s tin y  ( i t s e l f )  w hatever i t s  re v o lu t io n s . '
Manasvi balavah^ural? k p ta s tra i jc a  tapodhanaft/
B ib h a rti ca m ah a te ja  dhanurvedam a^egatalj//
A tikram ecca m &hatmy§ddi$tai&etasya p a ry a y a t/  Karpaparvan, 63.51-52.
4) A^akyam ca iva  kal) kartum  <jaktah ^ a k tib a la d ih a /
Na h i d a iv S d g ariy o  v a i m5nu?am karma k a th y a te / /  S aup tikaparvan , 6.25.
5) Tadidaip d a ivav ih itaq i mama saijikhye n ivartanam /
N anyatra daivadudyanturaiha ^akyarji kathaificana// ib id .. 6.31.
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deeds o f d e s tru c tio n , and con tinue  fo r  much o f th e  rem ainder o f th e  te x t .  The 
enorm ity o f what had happened was e v id e n tly  so g re a t  th a t  e x p la n a tio n s  in term s of 
th e  b a le fu l  e f f e c t s  o f uncaring  f a te  e v id e n tly  had a g re a t  a t t r a c t io n .  Thus on the  
f in a l  day o f th e  b a t t le ,  as  Arjuna su rv ey s th e  scan ty  rem ains o f th e  Kaurava army, 
he t e l l s  Kp$na: 'The alm ost en d le ss  army of th e se  g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  (heroes) has now 
gone to  i t s  d e s tru c tio n  in  b a t t le :  behold f a te  o f such a k in d .'1 And when Sarpjaya 
inform s D h p ta ra ? tra  o f th e  d ea th  o f Duryodhana and th e  a l l  bu t com plete d e s tru c tio n  
of both s id e s , he concludes: 'A las, Time is  a ll-p o w e rfu l, (and) a lso  i t s  cou rse  is  
supreme, when a l l  th e  k ings, t h e i r  s t r e n g th  equa l to  Qakra's, have been s la in . '3
A^vattham an dec ides in  s im ila r  fash ion  as  he co n tem p la tes  th e  alm ost t o t a l  
s la u g h te r  o f th e  Kaurava fo rc e s , d e s p ite  th e i r  s t r e n g th  and s k i l l :  'I  co n sid e r i t  to  
be (due to ) th e  change o f Time' <manye ka lasya  paryayam).s  When Queen G andharl 
su rveys and d e sc r ib e s  th e  bloody b a t t l e f ie ld  fo r  Kp$oa, she concludes: '(A ll)  th ese  
(w arrio rs)  have been s la in  in b a t t le :  behold th e  changes o f Time. A ssuredly , 0 
Madhava, th e re  i s  no th in g  too  d i f f i c u l t  fo r f a te  (to  b ring  abou t) s in c e  th e se  heroes, 
forem ost k $ a tr iy a s  ( a ll) , have been s la in  by kpatriyas.**  And Queen G andharl a lso  
b ids th e  g r ie v in g  widows not to  g r ie v e  fo r  'I  th ink  th i s  d e s tru c tio n  o f th e  w orlds 
has been o rdained  by th e  course  o f Time,'e The g re a t  s la u g h te r  was in e v ita b le  
(avagyabhavl saippraptah),*
As Duryodhana l i e s  in  h is  l a s t  hours, broken and a lo n e  on th e  b a t t le f ie ld ,  he 
bemoans th a t  though he had s ta r te d  w ith  11 arm ies and many g re a t  w a rrio rs  to  f ig h t
1) A nantakalpa d h v a jin i bhu tva  hye$aip mahatmanam/
K?ayamadya g a t a yuddhe pa<jya daivaip y a th av id h am // Qalyaparvan, 23.17,
2) Aho su b a lav an k a lo  g a tig c a  param a t a t h a /
Q akra tu lyaba lab  sa rv e  y a tra v ad h y a n ta  p a r th iv a f t / /  ib id .. 1.17.
3) S auptlkaparvan , 1.64.
4) Ta ime n ih a ta h  saipkhye pa$ya k a la sy a  paryayam /
N a tib h a ro  a s t i  d a ivasya  dhruvaip mSdhava ka^cana/
Yadime n ih a ta h  $urah k$a triya il?  k ? a tr iy a r? a b h a b //  S tr lp a rv a n , 25.30.
5) Manye lokavinSgo ayarp k a laparyayacod ita fo / Ib id .. 15.17.
6) Ib id .. 15.17.
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fo r  him, 'I  have a t ta in e d  to  t h i s  cond ition , For Time i s  hard  to  overcom e.'1 Vidura,
too, conso les  Dhptar a ? t r a  w ith  argum ents o f th e  most f a t a l i s t i c  kind. F ir s t ly , Vidura
a rg u e s  th a t  King D hrtara? t* 'a  shou ld  not sorrow  fo r  d ea th  i s  in  any case  in e v ita b le ,
and one 's  l ife sp a n  i s  p re -d e te rm in ed  and not o f one 's  own choosing. For m orta ls ,
m a tte rs  o f l i f e  and d ea th  were fa te d :
E very th ing  c o lle c te d  to g e th e r  ends in  lo ss ; what r i s e s  up ends in fa l l in g  
down; union ends in  s e p a ra tio n ; (and) l i f e  ends in  d ea th . When Yama, 0 B harata, 
d rag s  away both  th e  brave and th e  cowardly, then  why should  th e se  k $ a tr iy a s  
no t f ig h t, 0 b u ll  amongst k ? a triya s , He who does no t f ig h t  may ( s t i l l )  die, 
(and) he who does f ig h t  may liv e . 0 g re a t  king, when o n e 's  tim e comes, i t  can 
never be a v e r te d .2
Time, V idura argued , was th e  same to  a ll ,  th e re fo re  th e  w ise shou ld  be in d if fe r e n t  
to  th e  ups-and-dow ns o f l i f e :  'Thousands o f occasions fo r  g r ie f ,  and hundreds of 
occasions fo r  f e a r  (occur); d a lly  they  overpow er th e  fo o lish  bu t no t th e  w ise. There 
i s  no one d ea r o r h a te f u l  to  Time, 0 b e s t o f th e  Kurus, Time i s  never in d if fe r e n t  
(to  anyone). Time d rag s  a l l  a lo n g .'3
However, i t  i s  in  th e  $antiparvan  and Arujfjfsanaparva/} th a t  th e  p r in c ip a l  p o s t­
mortems ~ perhaps th e  lo n g es t post-m ortem  o f any b a t t l e  in  l i t e r a tu r e  -  a re  to  be 
found. As we have seen, th e  in te n t  o f th e s e  parvans  i s  to  ta lk  Y u d h i? th lra  th rough  
h is  d e so la tio n  and o u t o f h is  in te n tio n  to  r e t i r e  to  th e  f o re s t .  V arious l in e s  a re  
taken  by d i f f e r e n t  sp e ak e rs  in c lu d in g  th e  argum ent th a t  i t  was a l l  th e  doing o f 
in ex o rab le  f a te ,  and no t o f m o rta l man. Arjuna, fo r  in s ta n c e , co u n se ls  Y u d h is th ira  
th a t  he shou ld  n o t g r ie v e  over what had a lread y  happened: 'So tru ly ,  what had to  be
1) Imam a v a s t harp p ra p to  asm l k a lo  h i  d u ra tik ra m a b // £alyaparvan , 63.8.
When A ^vattham an, Kppa and Kptavarman, th e  only Kaurava s u rv iv o rs , h ea r o f 
D uryodhana's f a l l ,  they  h a s te n  to  h is  s id e . In th an k fu l to n es , Duryodhana says 
they  had alw ays s t r iv e n  fo r  h is  v ic to ry , b u t added th a t  'f a t e  was hard  to  
overcom e' (daivaip tu  duratikram am ). Ib id .. 64.29.
2) Sarve k § a y a n ta  n icay ab  p a ta n a n ta b  sam ucchrayali/
Saipyoga v ip ra y o g a n ta  marapSntaip h i  j lv i ta m //
Yada $urarp ca bhlruip ca yamab k a r$ a t i  b h a ra ta /
Tatkiip na y o ts y a n ti  h i  t e  k $ a tr iy a b  k ? a tr iy a r$ a b h a //
Ayudhyamano m riy a te  yudhyamana$ca j l v a t i /
Kalaip p rapya  m ah ara ja  na k a ^ c id a t iv a r ta te / /  S tr ip a rv a n , 2 .3 -5 .
3) Q o k asth an asah asrao i b h a y a s th S n a^ a tan i c a /
Divase d iv ase  m udham §viqanti na paipditam //
Na k a la sy a  p riy a b  ka^cinna dvesyab k u ru sa ttam a/
Na m adhyasthab k v a c itk a la b  sarvam  k a lah  p r a k a r s a t i / /  ib id .. 2 .13-14.
268
th a t  took place, 0 b u l l  of th e  B hara tas .  For, 0 t i g e r  amongst kings, d es tin y  i s  
incapable  of  being t r a n s g r e s s e d . '1 The sage, and pu rpo rted  a u th o r  o f  th e  Epic, Vyasa, 
a ls o  t e l l s  Y udh is th ira  not to  g r ie v e  fo r  ' t h i s  i s  f a t e '  (di?iametad),^
Bhl$ma, too, a s s u r e s  Y udh i^ tb ira  t h a t  i t  is  Time t h a t  fo rc e s  a man to  perform 
deeds o f  a l l  kinds, even though he might be unwilling: 'Destiny, impelled by Time, is  
determ ined by th e  r e v o lu t io n s  of Time. Powerless (a man) does deeds good, bad and 
i n d i f f e r e n t . '3 Bhi?ma f u r t h e r  advised  th a t  th e  e v i l  t h a t  men, such as  Y udhi^fhira, 
a re  driven  to  commit by Time and h o s t i l e  fa te ,  a re  overcome by r i t e s  of exp ia tion : 
'When man i s  impelled by Time (and) h i s  p r io r  f a t e  i s  h o s t i l e ,  then  the  wise, with 
t h e i r  f a r - s e e in g  v is ion , behold (all) . From th a t  knowledge they  a l la y  a l l  e v i l s  by 
performing a u sp ic io u s  a c ts ,  m u t te r in g  p ray e rs  a s  a r e l i g io u s  o f fe r in g ,  and 
undertak ing  r i t e s  of e xp ia t ion  here . '*
Elsewhere, though, Bhl?ma preaches  in  r a th e r  more f a t a l i s t i c  tones . A fte r  
proclaim ing to  Yudhi? 'thira on detachment and in d if fe re n c e  in  th e  face  of  a l l  l i f e ' s  
o p p o s ite s  -  p le a s u re  and pain and so f o r th  -  Bhi$ma i l l u s t r a t e s  h i s  teach ing  with 
the  anc ien t  t r a d i t i o n  ( itihasaip  puratanam ) sung by Manki a f t e r  he had become freed  
from a ttachm en ts .  Manki was d e s i ro u s  of wealth, but met with l i t t l e  luck in i t s  
a tta inm en t.  At l a s t  he purchased two young bu lls ,  which he took to  th e  f ie ld  yoked 
to g e th e r .  However, th e  b u l l s  took f r i g h t  a t  th e  s ig h t  of a s q u a t t in g  camel and 
promptly stum bled a s id e  i t s  neck. The camel then ro se  up and raced  o f f  with the  
b u l l s  dangling  on e i t h e r  s ide. As Manki observed h is  hopes o f  w ealth  d isappea r ing  on 
th e  backs of th e  camel, he lamented: 'Even a c leve r  man i s  not ab le  to  o b ta in  wealth  
which i s  no t o rda ined . '5 While he had t r i e d  a l l  he could, m is fo r tu n e  alone had come
1) Bhavitavyaip t a t h a  tac c a  yadvpttarp b h a ra ta r? a b h a /
Di§taiP h i  r a ja i ja rd u la  na ^ak y am ativ a r t i tu m //  £an tip a rv an , 22.15.
2) ibid.. 27.27.
3) Kalasaipcoditalp k a lah  k a la p a ry a y a n i^ c i ta l i /
Uttamadhamamadhyani karmaipi k u ru te  ava^ah //  ibid.. 62.10.
4) Daivaip purvaip v ik u ru te  m anure k a la c o d i te /
Tadvidvahso anupa^yan ti  jh an ad irg h ep a  c a k ? u ? a / /  
Praya^c ittav idh irp  c a t r a  japahomangca tadvidafr/
Mangalani ca kurvan tah  qam ayantyah itS nyap i//  ib id .. 103.3-4.
5) Na ca ivav ih ita ip  $akyaip dak$epaplhiturp dhanam/ ib id .. 171.9.
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to  him:
For t h i s  i s  pure  f a t e  alone. Thence manly e f f o r t  i s  no t  <of avail) .  Or i f  
any th ing  c a l led  manly e f f o r t  does (seem to )  e x is t ,  then  on looking fu r th e r ,  
f a t e  a lone i s  found. T herefore  he who d e s i r e s  to  o b ta in  happ iness  should 
become q u i te  in d i f f e r e n t  to  worldly m a t te r s .1
In th e  same vein, Bhipma c i t e s  a f u r th e r  anc ien t t r a d i t i o n  of a d isco u rse  between
Prahvada, king of asu ras ,  and th e  muni Ajagara, in which th e  a s u ra  asks  about h is
lack o f  d e s i r e  and s t a t e  of t r a n q u i l l i t y .51 The muni d i s c o u r s e s  on th e  t r a n s i t o r in e s s
of  l i f e  and a l l  a c q u is i t io n s  and then  concludes: 'Seeing t h a t  happ iness  and sorrow,
th e  acquirem ent of  p r o f i t  and lo ss ,  p le a su re  and d iscom fort, l i f e  and dea th  a re
dependent on fa te ,  I observe  t h i s  vow <of non-a ttachm en t e tc . )  w ith  a pure  h e a r t . '3
The sage  Vyasa a ls o  c i t e s  th e  old s to r y  known as  Alma's d isc o u rse  (agm agita ),
which counsels  an a t t i t u d e  o f  f a t a l i s t i c  r e s ig n a t io n  be fo re  a l l  l i f e ' s  oppos ite s ,  fo r
th e s e  a re  due to  th e  in s c r u ta b le  cou rse  o f  inexorab le  d e s t in y  and Time which
s te a d i ly  c a r ry  a l l  c r e a tu r e s  tow ards d ec rep itu d e  and death:
Whether happ iness  or sorrow comes upon c re a tu re s ,  a l l  i s  incu rred  d e s p i te  
one 's  own d e s ire s ;  th e r e  i s  no escape. 0 king, in  youth, middle and old age, 
th e s e  m a t te r s  a re  in ev i ta b le ;  and thence, what one s t r i v e s  a f t e r  (occurs) 
o therw ise . The absence of what i s  very ag reeab le , and a lso  th e  p resence  of 
what i s  d isa g re ea b le ,  p r o f i t  and m isfortune , h app iness  and s u f f e r in g ,  they  
( a l l )  follow a f t e r  fa te .  And likew ise  th e  b i r th  and dea th  of c re a tu re s ,  and the  
connexion between a tta in m e n t  and manly e f f o r t ,  a l l  t h i s  i s  p re -o rda ined . Smell, 
colour, t a s t e  and touch  o r ig in a te  by them selves; s im i la r ly  happ iness  and 
s u f f e r in g  follow  a f t e r  fa te .  Sea ts ,  beds, c h a r io ts ,  a c t iv i ty ,  d r ink  and food, 
they  a s su re d ly  come to  a l l  be ings th rough Time alone. Even physic ians  become 
i l l .  The s t ro n g  (become) very weak; and a lso  m arried  men (become) eunuchs. The 
r e v o lu t io n  o f  Time i s  wonderful. B ir th  in  a noble l ineage , manly colour, 
he a l th ,  s te a d f a s tn e s s ,  g ood -fo r tune , and p leasu re ,  they  a re  (a l l )  a t t a in e d  
through  fa te .  ... He whose dea th  i s  fa te d  d ies  on account of th a t .  Overcoming 
(death) i s  no t seen, nor aga in  (can i t  be) t ra n s g re s s e d .  For i t  i s  seen he re  
( th a t )  a r ic h  man d ie s  in youth, and a poor man, (though) a f f l i c t e d ,  ( l iv e s )  
fo r  a hundred y ea rs ,  0 King. ... Thus a l l  o b jec ts ,  w hether d es ired  o r  not, come
1) 9uddhaiji h i  daivamevedamato n a i v a s t i  pauru$am //
Yadi vapyupapadyeta  pauru?aip nama k a r h i c i t /
Anvi§yamapaiii ta d a p i  d a iv a m e v a v a t i$ th a te / /
Tasmannirveda eveha gantavyafr su k ham lpsa ta /  ibid.. 171.12-14.
2) Ibid.. 172.3-9.
3) SukhamasukhamanarthamarthalHbhaip
ra t im a ra t i ip  maranaip ca j iv i ta ip  ca /  
Vidhiniyatamavek$ya t a t t v a t o  ahaip
vratamidamajagaraip <juci5c a ra m i/ /  ibid.. 172.30.
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upon a l l  beings, A cause  i s  not perceived. ... No one p e rc e iv e s  ( th a t)  t h i s  
world i s  s ink ing  in th e  deep ocean o f  Time with  i t s  g r e a t  sh a rk s  of 
dec rep itu d e  and dea th . '1
Even Kpepa, God in ca rn a te ,  i s  inc lined  to  c i t e  f a t e  a s  th e  cause  of the  g re a t  
d e s t ru c t io n .  He too  a d v ise s  Y udhi$ th ira  to  renounce h i s  g r i e f  and to  c e le b ra te  a 
s a c r i f i c e  to  e x p ia te  th e  e v i l s  in cu rred  in the  b a t t l e ,  and conso les  him: ' f o r  t h i s  
was d e s t in e d  to  be so ' <bhavitavyaip hi t a t t a th a X2 As Kp?pa r e tu rn e d  to  Dvaraka 
a f t e r  the  end o f  the  b a t t l e  and the  long-delayed  dea th  o f  Bhl?ma, he comes upon the
1) Sukharp va yadi va  duhkhaiji bhutanarp pa ry u p as th itam /
Praptavyamava^ail? sarvaip p a r ih a ro  na v id y a te / /
Purve vayas i  madhye vapyuttam e va n a ra d h ip a /
A v a r ja n iy a s te  a r t h a  v a l  k a nk$ ita$ca  t a t o  a n y a th a / /
Supriya irv ip rayoga^ca  sa ipp rayogas ta thap riya if t /
A r th an a r th au  sukhaip dufrkhaip v id h an am an u v ar ta te / /
Pradurbhava^ca  bhutanaip d eh a n y § sa s ta th a iv a  ca /
Praptivyayam ayoga^ca s a rv a m e ta tp r a t ip th i ta m / /
G andhavarparasaspar^a  n iv a r t a n t e  sv ab h av a tah /
Tathaiva  sukhadufrkhani v id h an a m an u v a r ta te / /
Asanaip gayanaip yanamutthanaip panabhojanam/
Niyataip sarvabhutanaip  ka le n a iv a  b h a v a n ty u ta / /
V aidyagcapya tu rab  s a n t i  balavantalp sudurbalal}/
S tr lm an ta^ca  tathe* ?apq)ha v ic i tra l?  ka laparyaya l)/ /
Kule janma t a t h a  viryamarogyaip dhairyameva ca /
Saubhagyamupabhoga^ca bhavitavyena la b h y a te / /  ib id .. 28.16-23.
Niryapaip yasya yaddista ip  te n a  g a c ch a t i  h e tu n a /
Dp^yate n ab h y a tik ra m an n a t ik ra n to  na va punafr// (26)
Dp^yate h i  yuvaiveha vina<jyanvasumannaralp/
Daridra^ca p a r i k l i s t a b  ga ta v a r? o  ja n a d h ip a / /  (27)
I t i  ka lena  s a r v a r t h a n l p s i t a n i p s i t a n i  ca /
Sppqanti s a rv a b h u ta n l  nimittaip  n o p a la b h y a te / /  (32)
Sarpnimajjajjagadidaip gambhlre k a la s a g a r e /
Jaram ptyum ahagrahe na ka^cidavabudhyate //  (43), ib id .. 28.26-43.
At an o th e r  po in t  in  th e  QSntiparvan, Vyasa again  d isc o u rs e s  to  Y udh i? th ira  on 
the  power o f  Time and how i t  had wrought such g r e a t  d e s t ru c t io n .  However, f a r  
from being an in s c r u ta b le  power, some e f f o r t  i s  in t h i s  in s ta n c e  made to  
rec o n c ile  th e  im portance norm ally a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  power of Time and des tiny  
with th e  theo ry  of  karma. Thus, while  'Time took away th e  b re a th  o f  t h e i r  bodies 
th rough  th e  law o f  change' (.KSlaip parySyadharmepa p rSpSn ada tta  deh lnam //A ) and 
' t h i s  (b a t t l e )  was merely th e  means employed employed by Time' (hetumatramidaip 
tasya  ka lasya  .6), Time i s  a lso  s a id  to  be ' th e  w i tn e s s  o f  th e  a c t s  o f  c re a tu re s '  
(karmasak$I prajanarp .5) and ' to  bestow th e  f r u i t  o f  our a c t io n s '  
ikalaphalapradam  .7), be th e  consequences p le a s u ra b le  o r  m iserab le .  I t  was, 
concluded Vyasa, because o f  t h e i r  deeds th a t  the  k $ a tr iy a s  had gone to  th e i r  
d e s t ru c t io n .  Indeed, ' t h i s  world rev o lv es  so th rough  a c t s  in conjunction  with 
Time' (Karmapa kalayuktena tathedaip bhramyate j a g a t / /  .10). (See ibid.. 34.4-10.) 
Perhaps l a t e r  re d a c to r s ,  unhappy a t  the  importance a t t r i b u t e d  to  ideas  o f  f a t e  
and d e s t in y  have h e re  conscious ly  reduced th e  power o f  Time by merely making i t  
th e  in s trum en t  by which th e  f r u i t  o f  karma i s  y ielded.
2) Agvamedhikaparvan, 2.8.
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a s c e t ic  Uttanka who asks  i f  a  r e c o n c i l i a t io n  between th e  Paijcjavas and Kauravas had 
yet been achieved. Kp?i>a exp la ined  th a t  though he had done h i s  b e s t  to  secu re  peace, 
they had a l l  gone to  t h e i r  m utual d e s t ru c t io n ,  fo r  ' I t  i s  not p o ss ib le  to  t r a n s g re s s  
d e s t in y  through  in te l l ig e n c e  or pow er. '1
Despite  a l l  th e s e  weighty views, Y udhi^ th ira  would seem to  only p a r t ly  accept 
th e  power o f  Time and f a t e  a s  a cause  o f  th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e .  For a t  the  s t a r t  of the  
Anugasanaparvant Yudhl? 'thira  asks  Bhl^ma what would b e f a l l  they  and the  sons of 
D h p ta ra s t ra  who, under the  power o f  Time and anger <kalamanyuvaganugai,i), had done 
t h i s  t e r r i b l e  deed.2 However, f i f t e e n  y ea rs  l a t e r  when th e  aged King D h p ta ra ^ tra  
sought perm iss ion  to  r e t i r e  to  th e  f o re s t ,  a d i s t r e s s e d  and em otional Y udh i? th ira  
b lu r te d  out t h a t  he harbored  no resen tm en t  in h i s  h e a r t  a g a in s t  what Duryodhana had 
done, 'For i t  was d e s t in e d  to  be so. We and they  were s tu p e f i e d . '3
Finally , a s  D h p t a r a ^ r a  i s  about to  leave  fo r  th e  f o re s t ,  a brahmin spokesman 
fo r  King D h p ta ra s t r a 's  s u b je c t s  e x o n e ra te s  D hp ta rag tra ,  Duryodhana and Karima from 
blame fo r  the  d e s t r u c t io n  th a t  had b e fa l len ;  'We know t h a t  i t  was f a t e  which i s  
incapable  of being rep e l led ,  F a te  cannot be a v e r te d  by human e f f o r t . '*
The f in a l  r e f e re n c e s  to  f a t e  and Time in th e  c e n t r a l  s to r y  of the  Mahabharata 
occur once aga in  w ith in  the  con tex t  of dea th  and d e s t ru c t io n ,  In th e  e ig h te en th  year 
a f t e r  th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e ,  Y u dh is th lra  le a rn s  th a t  King D hp ta ra? ‘tra , Queen Gandharl, 
and h i s  mother Kunti, em aciated  and weak from t h e i r  a u s t e r i t i e s ,  had been immolated 
in a f o r e s t  f i r e . 5 Y u dh is th ira  i s  duly d i s t r a u g h t ,  condemns th e  lo t  of a k$ a tr iya  
and bew ails  about ' th e  cou rse  of  Time which i s  a s su re d ly  very  d i f f i c u l t  to  
u n d e rs ta n d . '5
I t  i s  Time and fa te ,  too, t h a t  b r ings  one more momentous a c t  o f  d e s t r u c t io n
1) Na d i? tam abhyatlk ran tu ip  ^akyaiji buddhya balena v a /  ibid. 52.16.
2) Anuqasanaparvan, 1.6.
3) Bhavitavyaqi t a t h a  tad d h i  vayaiji t e  ca iva  m o h itab / /  Agramavasikaparvan, 6.10.
4) Daivam t a t t u  v ijan lm o yanna gakyaip prabSdhitum /
Daivaip p u ru$akareoa  na gakyam ativa rt i tum //  ib id . . 16.2; a ls o  16.9-10.
5) Though f o r tu i t o u s ly ,  i t  tu rned  out, th e  f i r e  was sac red  fo r  i t  had s t a r t e d  from 
Dhptar a s e r a 's  own abandoned sa c re d  f i r e s ,  Ib id . . 47 .1-27
6) Ibid.. 46.9.
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in th e  c e n t r a l  s t o r y - l i n e  of  th e  Mahabharata, th e  s e l f - c a r n a g e  o f  th e  Vr?i?is;
a lthough  here  Time seems to  a c t  not as  an independent power but as  the  means fo r
the  fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  th e  c u rs e s  of  th e  brahmins and Queen G andharl. At th e  end of the  
g re a t  b a t t l e ,  King D h p ta ra ? tra  and th e  Kaurava widows journeyed  to  th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  
where now only the  f l e s h - e a t in g  c r e a tu r e s  roamed. A f te r  su rvey ing  th e  scene, the  
g r i e f - s t r i c k e n  Queen G andharl tu rned  on Kp?oa as th e  r e a l  v i l l a i n  of the  a f f a i r .  
Because th e  mighty Kp§i>a had been in d i f f e r e n t  as Paritfavas and Kauravas had 
s la u g h te re d  each o the r ,  she le v e l le d  a c u rse  th a t  36 y e a rs  hence he would b ring  
about th e  d ea th  of h i s  own kinsmen, f r ie n d s  and sons b e fo re  m eeting h is  own death  
by a con tem ptib le  means (k u t s i t e n a b h y u p a y e n a And in  due course  Time and f a t e  
consp ire  to  b r ing  t h i s  t e r r i b l e  c u rse  to  pass.
Thus Vaigaippayana, the  n a r r a to r  of the  Epic, rec o u n ts  t h a t  when th e  36 th  year 
a f t e r  th e  b a t t l e  a r r iv ed ,  'im pelled  by Time' (k a la co d l ta ft)3 th e  Vp?bi's a l l  slew each 
o th e r  with i ron  c lubs. The p r in c ip a l  method by which Time and f a t e  engineered  the  
d e s t ru c t io n  seems to  have aga in  been through t h e i r  power to  delude, and cause
m orta ls  to  a c t  in i l l - c o n s id e r e d  ways.
Vai^aqipayana r e l a t e s  th a t  one day some Vp§bi w a r r io r s  saw the  g r e a t  s e e r s  
Vi^vamitra, Kaova and Narada a r r iv e  a t  Dvaraka. Thereupon, 'p re s se d  down by th e  rod 
of f a t e '  (tfaivatfapp'anipictftaft),3 they  decided to  play a p r a c t i c a l  joke on th e  se e rs .
A more i l l - c o n s id e r e d  a c t  could sc a rc e ly  be considered  fo r  o f  a l l  th e  g re a t  s e e r s  to  
g race  Hindu mythology, V i$vamitra was c e r t a in ly  th e  most v in d ic t iv e  and s h o r t -  
tempered. D ressing  Kp$ba's son Samba up as  a woman, they asked th e  r $ i s  whether she 
would beget a son o r  a daughter .  Duly in s u l te d  the  a s c e t ic s ,  eyes  red  with anger, 
r e p l ie d  t h a t  she would b r ing  f o r th  a t e r r i b l e  iron club Cmusalaip ghoramayasam') fo r 
th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  Vp§bis and Andhakas; and they fo re to ld  th e  manner o f  the  
dea th  of Kp§bb and h i s  b ro th e r  Balarama.*
1) S tn p a rv a n ,  25.41; See 25.35-42, 2) Mausalaparvan, 2.2.
3) Ibid.. 2.5. 4) Ibid.. 2.1-11.
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When Kp§pa heard  he summoned h i s  people  and informed them of i t ,  and simply 
sa id  'so  i t  must be' (.bhavitavyarp t a th e t i ), fo r  ' th e  Lord of th e  u n iv e rse  did not 
wish to  determ ine  f a t e  o th e rw is e . '1 Now, on th e  next day Samba did produce an iron  
club. The king o f  th e  Vpspis (Kp$pa's f a th e r )  ordered  th a t  i ro n  club  to  be ground to  
f ine  powder which was then c a s t  in to  th e  sea; and i t  was proclaim ed th a t  hencefo r th  
whosoever should  make s p i r i tu o u s  l iq u o r  would be impaled w ith  h i s  kinsmen.^
However, while th e  Vpspis and Andhakas endeavoured to  avoid t h i s  calam ity  'Time 
(embodied) c o n s ta n t ly  wandered about a l l  t h e i r  houses. Formidable, hideous and bald, 
he was a black man w ith  r e d - e y e s . '3 And day by day many t e r r i b l e  p o r te n ts ,  'u rged  by 
Time',4 were seen  foreboding th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of the  Vp?nis and Andhakas,
Soon i t  was th e  power o f  Time th a t  a s s e r te d  i t s e l f  fo r  the  Vp$pis began to  
sham elessly  commit s in f u l  deeds, They showed enmity tow ards brahmins, gods and 
a n c es to rs ,  and they  s l ig h te d  t h e i r  p recep to rs ,  Seeing th e s e  omens, which showed th e  
c o n t r a r i e ty  of Time (kalaparyayam),B and r e a l i s in g  t h a t  G a n d h a r i 's  cu rse  was about 
to  b e fa l l ,  Kpspa bade th e  Vp§pis to  journey to  the  ocean c o a s t  to  ba the  in i t s  
sacred  w a te rs .6
A fte r  more t e r r i b l e  omens, th e  Vp?pis and Andhakas s e t  ou t  fo r  th e  ocean tak ing  
va rious  k inds of food, m eats and in to x ic a t in g  l iquo rs .  Reaching t h e i r  d e s t in a t io n ,  
those  w a r r io rs  o f  f i e r y  energy <tlgm atejasam ) gave them selves  over to  drink and 
rev e lry .  Now in th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e  th e  Vp?pis had been divided, some f ig h t in g  fo r  the  
Kauravas and o th e r s  f o r  th e  Papdavas. Rather ap p ro p r ia te ly ,  soon a t e r r i b l e  feud 
broke out between S a ty ak i  and Kptavarman a s  to  which had behaved more fo u lly  in 
b a t t le :  S a ty ak i  fo r  h i s  s la u g h te r  o f  th e  d e fe n c e le ss  Bhuriqravas, or Kptavarman fo r  
h is  p a r t  in th e  n ig h t - t im e  ra id  on th e  Papdava camp. Then, ’impelled by th e  course
1) Kptantam anyatha naicchatkarturp  sa  jagatal? p rab h u h //  ib id .. 2.14.
2) Ibid.. 2 .16-20.
3) Kalo gphap i sarve$aip paricakram a n i tya^a l) / /
Karalo v lk a to  mupdah puru?ah  kp?papifigalah/ ibid.. 3 .1-2.
40 Ibid.. 3.6. 5) Ibid.. 3.16.
6) Ibid.. 3 .16-2
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of Time' CkSlaparyayacodit&fr) ,1 th e  feud quickly embroiled o th e r  Vp?pis and Andhakas. 
Seeing h i s  own son Pradyumna s la in ,  Kp$pa took up a hand fu l  o f  nearby eraka g ra s s  
which became a t e r r i b l e  iron  club, and with t h i s  he slew a l l  th o se  be fo re  him. Then, 
as  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  brahmins' cu rse , whatever eraka g r a s s  was taken up by a warrior, 
became an iron  club. And 'u rged  on by Time' (ka lacod ita ty ,*  th ey  a l l  began to  s t r i k e  
one ano ther , p e rp e t r a t in g  a g e n e ra l  s la u g h te r .3 Kr§pa and Rama a lone  su rv ived  th e  
d e s t ru c t io n ,  but only b r ie f ly .  Rama soon abandoned h i s  own body, and Kp?pa was
a c c id e n ta l ly  s l a in  by a h u n te r  c a l le d  Tara ('old age ')  who, m istak ing  him fo r  a
f o r e s t  deer, sho t  him in  th e  foo t  (Kp?pa's one v u ln e rab le  sp o t)  with  an arrow.* And
so the  Vr§nis and Andhakas, a long with  Kp?pa, were d r iven  to  t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n  by
Time a c t in g  in fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  th e  c u rse s  o f  G andharl and th e  brahmin sages.
Time and f a t e  a lso  account fo r  the  f in a l  ac t  o f  d e s t r u c t io n  in the  
Mahabharata's p lo t.  A fte r  the  carnage o f  the  Vp^pis and Andhakas and be fo re  h i s  own 
death, Kp?pa se n t  a message fo r  Arjuna to  whom he proposed to  e n t r u s t  h i s  16,000 
wives and th o se  who remained in  th e  c a p i ta l .  A fter  perform ing  th e  due fu n e ra l  r i t e s  
fo r  the  fa l len ,  inc lud ing  Kp$pa and Balarama, Arjuna o rdered  th e  evacua t ion  o f  the  
remaining women, c h ild ren  and aged. As they depa rted  th e  c a p i t a l  of Dvaraka, th e  
c i ty  -  a s  Kr§pa had f o re to ld  -  was inundated  by the  ocean. Awed, the  d e p a r t in g  
c i t i z e n s  said: 'aho, i t  i s  f a t e '  (aho dalvam itl  bruvan).® Worse was to  follow fo r  the  
su rv iv o rs  were soon seen  by t e r r i b l e  da&yus c a l led  Abhlras. And 'urged by the  
rev o lu t io n  o f  Time' (.ka laparyayacoditaft),s  the  dasyus  f e l l  upon Kp^pa's wives and 
the  rem nants o f  Kp spa 's  people, guarded though they  were by th e  renowned Arjuna.
But Arjuna found t h a t  h i s  once mighty powers were now s e r io u s ly  enfeebled; he even 
had d i f f i c u l ty  s t r i n g in g  th e  mighty Gaptjlva bow, and nor could he remember h i s  
d iv ine  weapons. Consequently many o f  th e  women and much lo o t  were c a r r ie d  off .  
F i l le d  with sorrow and g r ie f ,  he concluded t h a t  i t  was due to  th e  workings of
1) Ibid.. 4.29.
3) Ibid.. 4 .1-46. 
5) Ibid.. 8.41.
2) Ibid.. 4.36.
4) Ibid.. 5.1-23. 
6) Ibid.. 8.48.
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f a t e  (daivaip tanmanasacintayat)'1; and so, 'cons ide r ing  i t  to  be f a te ,  the  P a r th a  
became desponden t '.E When Y udhi$ th ira  heard o f  the  g r e a t  t ra g e d y  th a t  had overtaken  
th e  Vr?i?is and Andhakas, he sad ly  concluded th a t  'Time cooks a l l  c r e a tu r e s '  (kalaft 
p a c a ti  bhutani sa rva n i ) and became firm ly  reso lved  on leav ing  th e  world.3 Repeating 
th e  word 'Time, Time' (.kalab kala  I t i  bruvan), Arjuna now agreed  with h is  o lder  
b r o th e r 's  intention.*4
O utside o f  th e  c e n t r a l  s t o r y - l i n e  of th e  Mababharata, r e f e re n c e s  to  f a t e  and 
Time a s  c o n t ro l l in g  powers in  th e  a f f a i r s  of th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  a re  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  le s s  
f requen t,  though t h i s  m a te r ia l  covers  some 50% of th e  Epic 's  le n g th .s  Perhaps th e  
major reason  i s  t h a t  dea th  and d e s t r u c t io n  do not f e a t u r e  n e a r ly  a s  prom inently  in 
t h i s  m a te r ia l .  N ever the less , f a t e  and Time a re  s t i l l  e s s e n t i a l l y  c a lled  upon to  
exp la in  c ircum stances  t h a t  a re  unusua l and unexpected, o r  t r u ly  in exp licab le  and 
e x tra o rd in a ry ,  For in s tance ,  on t h e i r  to u r  of the  t i r t h a s , th e  Papdavas came to  
Kau^iki, th e  sa c re d  r i v e r  o f  the  gods, where was found th e  holy herm itage  o f  
Ka^yapa, Now once upon a time, i t  i s  recounted , Ka^yapa went to  t h i s  lake and fo r  a 
long tim e he exhausted  h im se lf  with g re a t  a u s t e r i t i e s .  However, while ba th ing  in the  
w a te r  he beheld  th e  a p saras  Urva^I and shed h is  seed a t  the  mere s ig h t ,  Meanwhile a 
t h i r s t y  doe drank th e  seed  w ith  th e  w a te r  and became w ith  young, fo r  ' th e  d e s t in y  
appointed by f a t e  u n fa i l in g ly  must be . 's  In time the  doe gave b i r t h  to  a g r e a t  seer ,  
and a s  he was born w ith  an a n te lo p e  horn he was c a l le d  R^ya^rnga.7'
Perhaps th e  most cu r io u s  or extreme in s ta n c e  of where f a t e  i s  c a l led  upon to  
exp la in  th e  in ex p l icab le  i s  when King Yuvana^va h im se lf  g iv es  b i r t h  to  h i s  own son
1) Ibid.. 8.62.
2) Babhuva vimanah p a r th o  da ivam ityanucin tayan / ibid.. 8.64.
3) P a r iv ra jikapa rvan , 1.3. 4) Ibid.. 1.4.
5) J.A.B. van Buitenen, 'The Indian Epic' in E.C. Diraock <ed.), op .c it , .  p.49.
6) Amoghatvadvidhe^caiva b h a v i tv a d d a iv a n i r m i ta t / /  Arapyakaparvan, 110,15.
7) Ibid.. 110.1-18.
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Mandhatp. B rie f ly ,  though King Yuvana^va observed a l l  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  and r i t u a l  
requ irem en ts ,  he remained c h i ld le s s .  T herefo re  he e n t r u s te d  h i s  kingdom to  h is  
co u n c il lo rs  and chose to  l iv e  in th e  f o re s t .  Now one n igh t,  s u f f e r in g  from extreme 
t h i r s t ,  he e n te re d  the  herm itage  o f  th e  s e e r  Bhrgu, where a s p e c ia l  po tion  of  water, 
p u r i f ie d  w ith  s p e l l s ,  had been p repared  fo r  Yuvana^va's w ife  fo r  the  b e g e t t in g  of a 
son. Exhausted and weary, the  king t h i r s t i l y  drank th e  po tion  in th e  dark, and f e l l  
as leep . When what happened was d iscovered , th e  g r e a t  s e e r  f i r s t  reproved th e  king; 
but then  concluded t h a t  what th e  king had done could not be undone 'fo r  s u re ly  t h i s  
was caused by f a t e '  <nunaip daivakptaip hyetad) .1 And so, th rough  the  f u r th e r  
performance of a most wondrous s a c r i f i c e  (.i$tbp paramadbhutam^t Yuvanacjva overcame 
the  normal b io lo g ic a l  p ro c e s se s  o f  b i r th ,  and begot h i s  own son. Such was the  
s t r e n g th  o f  th e  p$ i  Bhpgu's power of  brahman.E
Besides accounting  fo r  extreme and unusua l c ircum stances , f a t e  con tinues  to  be 
c i te d  in  c ircum stances  o f  c a ta s tro p h e ,  and s u f fe r in g .  In the  s to r y  of  the  s e e r  
Vl^vam itra  and th e  capc/ala, the  g r e a t  tw elve yea r  drought i s  s a id  to  be due to  the  
course  of f a t e  <daivavtdhikram at>.3 And f a t e  and Time con tinue  to  be fo rc e s  th a t  
d r iv e  be ings  on to  t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n .  When Vi?ou descends to  th e  ne the rw orld  in h is  
in ca rn a t io n  as  th e  boar, a l l  th e  daityas ,  'deluded by Time' (kalamohitaft), quickly 
proceeded a g a in s t  i t ,  but to  no ava il .*  In t h i s  in s tan ce ,  by de luding  th e  demons, 
Time would seem to  a c t  on th e  s id e  of o rder  and r ig h t ,  and a g a in s t  d iso rd e r  and 
wrong. The same would seem to  be the  case  in th e  myth o f  th e  Sagaras . In s e a rc h  o f  
t h e i r  f a t h e r ' s  s a c r i f i c i a l  horse , the  60,000 sons o f  King Sagara, a l l  o f  whose a c t s  
were c ru e l  and t e r r i b l e ,  dug down to  the  ne therw orld  where they saw th e  ho rse  
grazing; and th e r e  too  they  saw th e  g r e a t - s o u le d  s e e r  Kapila, b laz ing  with h i s  
a u s t e r i t i e s  l ik e  f i r e  w ith  i t s  flames.* But in t h e i r  exc item ent a t  f ind ing  the
1) Ibid.. 126,22. 2> Ibid.. 126.5-26.
3) Qantiparvan, 139.13. 4) Ibid.. 202.16.
5) Tapasa dipyamanaip taip j v a la b h i r iv a  pavakam// Arai>yakaparvan, 105.25.
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h o rse  they, 'im pelled  by Time' <k a la co d i ta & i1 paid no heed to  th e  g r e a t  seer.  This 
angered Kapila who opened h i s  eyes wide and sho t  h i s  energy  a t  them <.tejaste?u  
samutspjan), burning th e  c ru e l  S ag a ras  down.2
Fate  a lso  he lps  to  b r ing  down th e  m orta l  Nahu$a who, because  of  h is  a u s t e r i t i e s
and v i r tu o u s  deeds, was made king of the  gods when Ind ra  was a f f l i c t e d  by
brahminicide. Due to  h i s  e x a l ted  p o s i t io n  he became f i l l e d  with  p r ide  and began to
abuse h is  d iv ine  power, e s p e c ia l ly  a g a in s t  th e  g re a t  brahmin r$ is .  This proved h is  
downfall, f o r  one day on account o f  h i s  mind being a f f l i c t e d  by f a t e  <daivopa-  
h a ta c i t ta tv a d ),3 he kicked th e  g r e a t  Agastya, and was cu rsed  to  f a l l  to  e a r th  as  a 
snake.A
However, once aga in  f a t e  was not e n t i r e ly  an im personal fo rce  t h a t  was 
completely im pervious to  human in f lu e n ce  and con tro l ,  fo r  under c e r t a in  
c ircum stances  i t  does seem p o ss ib le  fo r  a m orta l  to  modify o r  even escape  an 
ordained lot.® For in s tance ,  in th e  s to r y  of Ruru i t  i s  r e l a t e d  how Pramadvara was 
th e  i l l e g i t im a te  o f f s p r in g  of th e  apsara  Menaka and th e  king o f  th e  gandharvas, 
Vigvavasu. Abandoned by h e r  p a re n ts ,  she was brought up by th e  s e e r  Sthulakega. Now 
one day Ruru, th e  grandson of  th e  g r e a t  p § i  Cyavana, saw her  in S thulakega 's  
herm itage  and immediately f e l l  in  love. A wedding was arranged , bu t a few days 
be fo re  i t  was to  take  p lace  she a c c id e n ta l ly  s tepped  on a s leep in g  snake, fo r  'due 
to  die, she was urged  by Time' (.mumur?ub ka lacodita) .  In tu rn ,  th e  snake, 'im pelled  
by th e  d i s p o s i t io n  of Time' Ccod itab  kaladharmapa), sank i t s  po ison  in to  th e  c a re le s s  
g i r l  and she f e l l  dead on th e  ground.® However, th e  s to r y  does not end w ith  t h i s  
t r a g i c  d ea th  b rought about th rough  th e  power of Time. While P ram advara 's  f a th e r  and 
th e  o th e r  brahmin a s c e t i c s  a l l  wept w ith  p ity , the  s t r i c k e n  Ruru went in to  the  
f o re s t .  And th e r e  in  h i s  g r e a t  g r i e f  he c r ied  out t h a t  because  o f  h i s  g e n e ro s i ty ,
1) Ibid.. 106.1. 2) Ibid.. 105,1-25, 106.1-3.
3) Anugasanaparvan, 102.25. 4) Ibid.. 102.1-29.
5) For a d isc u ss io n  o f  t h i s  theme in Hindu l i t e r a t u r e ,  se e  W. Norman Brown, 'Escaping
One's Fate. A Hindu Paradox and i t s  use  as  a Psychic Motif in Hindu F ic t io n '  in
India  and Indology: Se lec ted  A r t ic le s ,  pp .153-60.
6) Ibid.. 8.16.
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a u s t e r i t i e s ,  v e n e ra t io n  o f  e ld e rs ,  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  and s t r i c t  vows, h is  beloved should 
be l e t  l iv e  (saipjivatu  mama priya) .  Thereupon an envoy of  th e  gods appeared and 
s a id  th a t  though th e r e  could be no more l i f e  fo r  a m orta l  whose l i f e  had gone, 
form erly the  g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  gods had p resc r ib e d  an exped ien t <upayagcatra vihltafr) 
fo r  t h i s  c ircum stance. The envoy exp la ined  th a t  i f  Ruru should  g ive  h a l f  h i s  l i f e  to  
th e  g i r l ,  then  she would a r i s e  as  h is  bride. To t h i s  Ruru ag reed  and Pramadvara did 
a r i s e .  And in due course  the  l i f e  o f  Ruru was sho rtened  by h a l f . 1 In t h i s  s to ry  the  
power o f  Time as  the  b r in g e r  of dea th  remains in v io la te ;  bu t th rough  e x tra o rd in a ry  
human devotion  and a favou rab le  decree  o f  th e  gods, th e  e f f e c t  i s  la rg e ly  
circumvented.
In conclusion, i t  can be sa id  th a t  th e  range of c ircum stances  in which 
im personal f a t e  and Time a re  c i te d  a s  the  c a u sa t iv e  fo rc e  should  occasion l i t t l e  
s u rp r is e .  In the  face  o f  l i f e ' s  more u n p red ic tab le  and v io le n t  swings of fo rtune , 
e x p lan a tio n s  in term s o f  th e  c o n tro l l in g  power of f a t e  and Time o f f e r  a c e r ta in  
so lace  and compensation. What i s  more unexpected i s  th e  v a r i e ty  of ways in which 
they a re  perceived. In some c o n te x ts  f a t e  and Time a re  in s c ru ta b le  and pu rpose less ,  
but ye t  in o th e r  c o n te x ts  they d isp lay  a more moral dimension. Equally, in  va r io u s  
c o n te x ts  f a t e  and Time a re  considered  to  be a l l -p o w e r fu l  and in e lu c ta b le ,  
p rede term in ing  a l l  e v e n ts  and ac tions ;  but e lsew here  they  a re  looked upon as  fo rces  
th a t  can be overcome or made favourab le .
1) See ib id .. 8 .5-22, 9 .1-16.
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Chapter 4: Free-W ill
While th e  term s karma, f a t e  and p re d e s t in a t io n  a re  r e a d i ly  a s so c ia te d  with the  
Hindu t r a d i t io n ,  th e  idea  o f  f r e e -w i l l ,  which has so vexed th e  Western ph ilosoph ica l  
t r a d i t io n ,  c e r ta in ly  i s  n o t .1 And i t  i s  t r u e  to  say th a t  in th e  Mahabharata th e re  i s  
no th ing  l ik e  a d e ta i le d  p h ilo soph ica l  form ula tion  of th e  concept of f r e e - w i l l  or 
freedom of ac tion . I t  does not follow, though, th a t  because a problem does not f ind 
ph i lo so p h ica l  express ion , i t  i s  not conceived of a t  a l l .  As L e v i -S t ra u s s  has so 
b r i l l i a n t l y  shown, an e s s e n t i a l  func t ion  o f  myth i s  to  r a i s e  fundam ental problems 
th a t  w i l l  subsequen tly  r e q u i r e  more p rec ise  fo rm ula tion .2 And th roughout the  
Mahabharata th e r e  a re  two p a r t i c u l a r  problems considered  both e x p l i c i t ly  and 
im p l ic i t ly  which a re  c lo se ly  or even Inseparab ly  r e l a t e d  to  th e  no tion  o f  f r e e -w il l :  
th e  q u e s t io n  o f  human e x e r t io n  and whether i t  can e f f e c t  th e  course  of even ts ,  and 
the  idea o f  in d iv id u a l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .
We have a lread y  seen  above how th e  Mahabharata's d o c tr in e  of karma ac ce p ts  the  
importance o f  human e x e r t io n  and th e  f a c t  of human freedom. Equally, in th e  bulk of 
th e  Mahabharata th e  d o c tr in e  o f  p r e d e s t in a t io n  only l im i t s  human freedom, w ithout 
nega ting  i t .  However, in th e s e  in s ta n c e s  human freedom and th e  importance of human 
e f f o r t  a re  more assumed than  emphasised.
In o th e r  p a r t s  o f  the  Mahabharata th e  problem o f  human a c t io n  i s  d iscussed  
more d i r e c t ly  and s p e c i f ic a l ly .  No doubt th e s e  d isc u ss io n s  r e f l e c t  th e  i n t r i n s i c  
importance of th e  problem; but they  may a ls o  r e f l e c t  the  s t r e n g th  of contemporary
1) cf. W. Norman Brown: 'To the  Occident th e re  i s  no th ing  more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  
O rient a t  la rg e  and of India  in p a r t i c u l a r  than b e l i e f  in th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of 
f a te ,  u su a l ly  summed up in th e  vague ph rase  "O r ie n ta l  fata lism ". I t  i s  not 
s u rp r i s in g  t h a t  t h i s  t r a i t  should  be th e  most e a s i ly  apprehended by th e  casua l  
t r a v e l l e r  or reader ,  fo r  ’’fa ta l i s m "  i s  the  most f re q u e n t  "outward and v i s ib le  
m a n ife s ta t io n "  in  th e  in d iv id u a l  o f  th e  accumulated Hindu r e l ig io u s  and 
philosoph ic  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  n e a r ly  th re e  thousand y e a rs . '  'Escaping One's Fate. A 
Hindu Paradox and i t s  use as  a Psychic m otif  in  Hindu F ic tion , '  in India  and 
Indologv. p .153.
2) See C, L e v i-S trau ss ,  'The S t r u c t u r a l  Study of Myth' and E. Leach, 'L e v i -S t ra u ss  in 
the  Garden o f  Eden: An Examination o f  Some Recent Developments in th e  Analysis  
of  Myth', in  W.A. Lessa and E.Z. Vogt (eds,>, Reader in Comparative Religion: An 
A nthropological Approach, pp.560-81.
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b e l i e f  in f a t e  and th e  p ow erlessness  of man, fo r  th e  purpose  o f  th e se  d isc u ss io n s  
seems to  be to  f ind  a p lace  fo r  th e  workings of human e f f o r t  and exe rt ion , though 
adm itted ly  th e  idea th a t  the  in d iv id u a l  could ever be in f u l l  and t o t a l  c o n tro l  o f  
h is  own d e s t in y  i s  hard ly  even conceived of.
In th e  Anugasanaparvan, Y udhi§ th ira  asks  Bhifma which was th e  more powerful,
f a t e  or human e f f o r t .  Bhl?ma then rec o u n ts  the  anc ien t h i s to r y  o f  a conversa tion  on
t h i s  very su b je c t  between Brahma h im se lf  and the  g r e a t  sage  V asi?tha; and, with
such an impeccable pedigree, i t  was presumably a d isc o u rse  t h a t  c a r r ie d  weight.
Brahma exp la in s  t h a t  fo r  the  a t ta in m e n t  o f  su ccess  of  w hatever  kind, f a t e  and human
e f f o r t  were both im portan t and necessary .  Whatever b le s s in g s  f a t e  might have in
s to r e  fo r  man would only be fu l ly  a t t a in e d  through h i s  own e x e r t io n s :
As s o i l  sown w ithou t seed becomes f r u i t l e s s ,  so does f a t e  not succeed w ithout 
human e f f o r t .  Human e f f o r t  i s  sa id  to  be th e  s o i l ,  (and) f a t e  th e  seed. Thence 
the  crop p ro sp e rs  from th e  union o f  th e  s o i l  and the  seed. ... By a u s t e r i t i e s  
(one acq u ire s )  beauty , good fo r tu n e  and a l l  s o r t s  o f  t r e a s u re s .  All can be 
a t t a in e d  by ac tion ; (but) no th ing  (can be a t t a in e d )  th rough  f a t e  by one who 
does not ac t.  Likewise heaven, o b jec ts  of enjoyment, p e r fe c t io n ,  and what one 
d e s i re s ,  ev e ry th in g  can be a t t a in e d  h e re  th rough ac t io n  and human e f f o r t . 1
The c e l e s t i a l s ,  nagas, and yakpas, too, had a t t a in e d  to  t h e i r  d iv ine  s t a t e  from a
m orta l  cond it ion  th rough  manly e f f o r t  <.puru$akarepa manu$yaddevataip gata/?); and
even the  b le sse d  Vippu, who c re a te d  th e  th r e e  worlds with i t s  gods and demons,
performed a u s t e r i t i e s  in  the  w a te rs  <samudre tapya te  tapafr), The Pantfavas, too, had
rega ined  t h e i r  kingdom not j u s t  th rough  fa te ,  but by re c o u rse  to  th e  s t r e n g th  of
t h e i r  arms (.na daivadbhujasaipgrayat>; and g re a t  a s c e t i c s  c a s t  t h e i r  c u rse s  not
through th e  power o f  fa te ,  but th rough  th e  power o f  t h e i r  a c t s  ( te  d a iv a b a la c -
chapam utsp jan te  na karmapa).2
Brahma a lso  s p e c i f ic a l ly  r ep u d ia te d  th e  idea -  much deba ted  amongst th e
1) Yatha bijaip v in a  kgetramuptaip bhava ti  n i^phalam / 2) Ibid.. 6 .14-41. 
T a tha  puru§akSrepa  vinS daivaip na s id h y a t i / /  (7)
Kgetraip p u ru ^ a k a ra s tu  daivarp bijamudahptam/
K ^e trab l ja sam S yoga tta ta t)  sasyaip sam pdhyate//  (8)
Tapasa rupasaubhagyaip r a t n a n i  v iv idhan i  ca /
P rapya te  karmaipa sarvaip na d a iv a d a k p ta tm a n a //  (12)
T a tha  svarga^ca  bhoga^ca n i ? th §  ya  ca m a n i? i t a /
Sarvam pu ru$akarepa  kp tenehopapadyate //  (13) Anu<j asanaparvan, 6.7-13.
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h e te ro d o x 1-  t h a t  a c t s  did not lead  to  consequences, a b e l i e f  t h a t  undermined a l l  
convic tion  in th e  need fo r  human exert ion , and in e v i ta b ly  led to  an a t t i t u d e  o f  
f a t a l i s t i c  re s ig n a t io n :  ' I f  th e r e  should be no f r u i t  from one 's  own ac tions ,  <then) 
a l l  (ac t ions)  would be w ithou t f r u i t .  But c l ing ing  to  f a te ,  id le  men would not 
p rosper , He who, w ithout perform ing human action , fo llow s fa te ,  labours  in vain, l ike  
a woman having ob ta ined  an impotent husband.'^
Having e s ta b l i s h e d  th e  n e c e s s i ty  of both f a t e  and human e f f o r t  in human action, 
Brahma f u r th e r  expla ined  th a t  t h e i r  e f f e c t  was a c tu a l ly  m utually  re in fo rc in g .  'Even 
as a sm all f i r e ,  fanned by wind, becomes powerful, so f a t e ,  jo ined  w ith  human action , 
grows g re a t ly .  As a lamp fades  through  th e  dim inution of i t s  o il ,  so  does (the 
in f luence  of)  f a t e  with th e  d ec rease  of (one's) a c t s , '3 Though th e  t e x t  does not 
e n t i r e ly  s p e l l  i t  out, presumably th e  idea i s  th a t  i f  a man i s  f a te d  to  a t t a i n  a 
fo rtune , i f  he e x e r t s  h im se lf  tow ards t h i s  end h is  fo r tu n e  w i l l  be g re a t ,  but i f  not 
i t  w i l l  remain small. In s h o r t ,  th e  more one t r i e s ,  th e  more f a t e  w i l l  favour one, 
While f a t e  and human e f f o r t  a re  both s t a t e d  to  be im portan t,  i t  is  notew orthy 
th a t  th e  o v e ra l l  emphasis seems to  be weighted more tow ards human e f f o r t .  I t  i s  
even su g g e s te d  th a t  by u p r ig h t  behaviour, a man can overcome even th e  w orst doings 
of fa te :  'V ir tue  i s  th e  re fu g e  o f  th e  gods, Everything i s  a t t a in e d  by v i r tu e .  How can 
f a t e  conquer a man who has  acqu ired  v i r t u e  and r e c t i tu d e . '*  Conversely, e v i l  
behaviour cannot be p ro te c te d  by fa te :  'Fa te  does not p r o te c t  a man who has f a l le n  
in to  greed and f o l ly , ' s
1) See L.O. Gomez, 'Some a s p e c ts  o f  th e  f r e e - w i l l  q u e s t io n  in the  Nikayas', 
Philosophy East and West, vo l.25 (1975), pp,81-90,
2) Svaip cetkarmaphalaip na syatsarvam evaphalaip  bhave t/
Loko daivaip samalambya u d a s in o  bhavenna t u / /
Akptva manugaip karma yo da ivam anuva r ta te /
Vptha q ram yati  saipprapya patiip k l lb am iv an g an a //  Anu$asanaparvan, 6 .19-20,
3) Yathagnib pavanoddhutab suk§mo a p i  bhavate  mahan/
T a tha  karmasamayuktaip daivaip sadhu v iv a rd h a te / /  6.43.
YathS ta i la k ? a y a d d ip a b  p ram lanim upagacchati/
Ta tha  karmak?ayaddaivaip p ram lan im upagaccha ti/ /  ib id .. 6 .43-44.
4) Devanarp ^araipaip pupyaip sarvaip p u o y a irav ap y a te /
Puijyagilaip naraip p rapya kiip daivaip p r a k a r i$ y a t i / /  ib id .. 6.29.
5) Lobhamohasamapannaip na daivaip t r a y a t e  naram //  ib id .. 6.42.
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In the  Sauptikaparvan^ A^vatthaman exp la in s  to  Kppa and Kptavarman h is  re so lv e
to  s lay  th e  v ic to r io u s  Paij^avas in t h e i r  s leep . Kppa, in p a r t i c u l a r ,  was too shocked
a t  the  idea  to  g ive a d i r e c t  r ep ly  and in s te a d  responded with a d isc o u rse  on the
r e l a t i v e  importance of f a t e  and human e f f o r t ,  which was s im i la r  to  Brahma's
exp lana tion  though perhaps i t  gave more equal weight to  th e  two fa c to rs .
There i s  no th ing  s u p e r io r  to  f a t e  and human e f f o r t .  All men a re  bound to  and 
urged on by th e s e  two fo rces .  For, 0 b es t  o f  men, a c t io n s  succeed not by f a t e  
alone, and not by work alone. Success i s  consequent on both. For a l l  purposes, 
high and low, a re  dependent on both of them. And a lso , a c t in g  and a b s ta in in g  
a re  always seen (to  be from them). Pray, what f r u i t  i s  produced when a r a in -  
cloud r a in s  on a mountain? But, what f r u i t  i s  produced when i t  r a in s  so on a 
ploughed f ie ld .  For e x e r t io n  w ithou t f a te ,  and f a t e  w ith  n o n -ex e r t io n  a re  
always in vain, What (was sa id )  b e fo re  (on f a t e  and human e f f o r t )  i s  c e r ta in ly  
so. As th e  heavenly r a in s  f a l l  on a p roper ly  ploughed f ie ld ,  th e  seed  becomes 
highly  exce l len t ;  and so i s  ( the  n a tu re )  o f  human success . A f te r  considering  
both ( i t  may seem) f a t e  a c t s  independently . But th e  w ise  s t r i v e  on, having 
re c o u rse  to  s k i l l  and human e f f o r t .  For a l l  human purposes  a re  from both, 0 
bu l l  amongst men; and a ls o  a c t in g  and a b s ta in in g  a re  seen  (to  be from them). 
Human e f f o r t  i s  displayed; but i t  succeeds th rough  fa te .  For th e  doer of 
ac tion , th e  f r u i t  i s  produced in t h i s  way. The e x e r t io n  o f  ab le  men -  even 
p roper ly  performed -  fo rsaken  by fa te ,  i s  seen to  be f r u i t l e s s  in th e  world. 
Then, men who a re  indo len t  and d u l l  r a i l  a g a in s t  exe rt ion ;  (but) th a t  (view) 
does not f ind  favour with th e  w ise .1
Perhaps a t  va r ian ce  w ith  h is  emphasis upon th e  need fo r  human e f f o r t  and exert ion ,
Kpp'a r a t h e r  lamely concluded t h a t  he did not know what they should  do, and could
1) Abaddha manu§ah sa rv e  n lrbandhah karmaijordvayoh/
Daive p u ru ?a k a re  ca pararp tabhyaqi na v id y a te / /
Na h i  daivena s id h y a n t i  kar m aqyekena s a t ta m a /
Na c a p i  karmapaikena dvabhyaip s id d h is tu  yogatafr//
Tabhyamubhabhyaip s a r v a r t h a  n ibaddha hyadhamottamafr/
P ra v p tta ^ c a iv a  dpgyante n iv p t ta ^ c a iv a  sa rva^a l) / /
Parjanyab p a rv a te  var?ankiip nu sa d h ay a te  phalam/
Kp$fe k § e t r e  ta thavar$ank iip  nu sad h ay a te  phalam //
Utthanaip capyadaivasya  hyan u tth an asy a  daivatam /
Vyarthaip bh av a tl  s a r v a t r a  purvaip k a s t a t r a  ni$cayal>//
P ra v p s te  ca y a th a  deve samyakk$etre ca k a r ? i t e /
Bijaip mahagupaip b h u y a t t a th a  s id d h i r h i  m a n u a l / /
Tayordaivaip v in i^ c i ty a  svava^enalva v a r t a t e /
P ra jnab  puru?akaraip tu  g h a fa n te  d a k ?y am asth i ta f r / /
Tabhyaiji s a rv e  h i  k a r y a r th a  manu^yaoaip na ra§abha /
V ice$ tart ta9ca dp^yante n iv p t ta g c a  ta th a iv a  h i / /
Kptah p u ru ?a k a rab  sanso a p i  daivena s id h y a t i /
T a thasya  karmapab k a r tu r a b h ln l r v a r t a t e  phalam //
Utthanaip tu  manupyaiiaip dak?ai?aiii d a iv av a r j i tam /
Aphalaip dpgyate loke samyagapyupapaditam //
T a t r a l a s a  manusyapaipi ye bhavantyamanasvinab/
Utthanaip t e  v ig a rh a n t i  pr&jnanSip tanna r o c a t e / /  Sauptlkaparvan , 2.2-12; a lso  
2.13-19
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only su g g e s t  t h a t  they  seek th e  advice of King D h r ta r a ? t r a ,  Vidura and Queen 
G an d h a r l .1 However, i f  h i s  d isc o u rs e  was designed to  d issu a d e  A^vatthaman, i t  did 
nothing of th e  s o r t .
Echoes of the  t h e s i s  th a t  su c ce ss  in ac tion  depended as  much on human e x e r t io n
as  on th e  u n c o n tro l la b le  workings o f  f a t e  a re  to  be found e lsew here  in the
Mahabharata, Before s e t t i n g  o f f  on h is  peace mission to  the  Kaurava court ,  Kp^na
d iscussed  t a c t i c s  with th e  Pantfava b ro th e rs .  Replying to  Arjuna he exp la ined  th a t
though th e  outcome was rendered  u n c e r ta in  by fa te ,  man was n e v e r th e le s s  not
completely pow erless , and he would th e r e fo r e  do the  b e s t  he was capable  of:
But a l l  t h i s  i s  dependent on th e  two kinds of ac tion , 0 r e p e l le r .  For a f ie ld ,  
c lea red  and f e r t i l e ,  may be made ready by th e  c u l t iv a to r ,  (but) w ithout rain ,
0 Kaunteya, i t  w i l l  never y ie ld  produce. Therefore, they  advise , i r r i g a t io n  
should be e f f e c te d  th rough  human e f f o r t ;  and yet, in  t h a t  case, one may 
c e r ta in ly  se e  (the w ater)  dry up a s  a r e s u l t  o f  f a te .  Therefore , our g r e a t -  
souled  a n c e s to rs  determined t h i s  with t h e i r  wisdom: th e  cause  of  worldly 
a f f a i r s  i s  f ixed  in f a t e  and human e f f o r t .  T he re fo re  I s h a l l  do my utm ost as  
reg a rd s  human e f f o r t .  But in no way a t  a l l  am I ab le  to  accomplish a deed 
th a t  i s  f a te d .2
To Bhiraa, Kp?pa s im i la r ly  exp la in s  t h a t  a s  i t  i s  not p o ss ib le  to  de term ine  what i s  
due to  human e f f o r t  and what to  fa te ,  then the  outcome o f  a l l  human a c t io n  i s  
doubtfu l:
For when th e  c r i t e r io n  Cdharmasya) i s  doub tfu l ,  people d e s i r in g  to  know what 
i s  (due) to  f a t e  and what to  human e f f o r t  can not de te rm ine  how they work, 0 
Wolf-Belly. That which i s  the  cause  o f  a man's a t ta in m e n t  o f  p r o f i t  i s  indeed 
a lso  (the  cause)  of h is  downfall: human ac t io n  i s  (always) doub tfu l .  (Actions) 
perce ived  one way by wise men who see  th e  flaws, tu rn  out ano the r  way, l ik e  
the  im petuousity  of wind, A human ac t io n  performed, which was w e ll-  
d e lib e ra te d ,  w e ll-conducted  and p roper ly  e f fe c te d ,  may ye t  be opposed by fa te .  
Also fa te ,  causing  an a c t io n  to  be unsuccess fu l ,  may be f r u s t r a t e d  by human 
e f f o r t  -  l ik e  hot and cold, ra in ,  and hunger and t h i r s t ,  0 B hara ta .s
1> Ibid.. 2 .29-32.
2) Sarvaip tvidarp samayattaip b lb h a tso  karmapordvayoh//
K?etraip h i  rasavacchuddhaiii kar?akepopapaditam /
? te  var§aip na kaunteya j a t u  n irv a r ta y e tp h a la m //
T a tra  v a i  pauru?aip bruyurasekaip y a tn a k a r i tam /
T a tra  c a p i  dhruvaip pa^yecchosaipaip d a iv a k a r i ta m / /
Tadidatp niijcitaip buddhya pQ rvairap i mahatmabhih/
Daive ca m anure ca iva  saipyuktaip lokakaraipara//
Ahaip h i  t a tk a r ig y a m i  paraip p u ru ? a k a ra ta h /
Daivaip tu  na maya $akyaip karma kartuip kathaipcana// Udyogaparvan, 77.1-5.
3) J i jn a s a n to  h i  dharmasya sarpdigdhasya vpkodara/
ParySyaip na vyavasyan ti  da ivam §nu?ayorjan§b//
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Therefore , concluded Kp$pa, In s te a d  o f  t ry in g  to  d i s t in g u is h  th e  In d is t in g u ish a b le  
l in e  between f a t e  and human e f f o r t ,  th e  im portan t th in g  was to  ac t  re g a rd le s s .  And, 
r e p e a t in g  what was to  be a c e n t r a l  message o f  the  B hagavadgita, Kp?pa emphasised 
th a t  one should  ac t  with an a t t i t u d e  of in d if fe re n c e  tow ards th e  r e s u l t s .  '0 
Paptfava, fo r  t h i s  world th e r e  i s  no course  (open) o th e r  than ac tion . Perceiv ing  th is ,  
one should be devoted (to  ac tion );  (and) th e  f r u i t  w i l l  a r i s e  from (whatever is )  the  
connection between both  ( f a te  and human e f f o r t ) .  He whose mind i s  so reso lved , 
proceeds with ac tions ;  he i s  no t d isq u ie te d  a t  f a i lu re ,  nor d e l ig h te d  a t  s u c c e s s . '1 
And t r u e  to  h i s  words, th roughou t the  Mahabharata, Kp$pa i s  always th e re  goading 
the  Pandavas on to  mighty and a t  t im es t e r r i b l e  a c t io n s  o f  one s o r t  or ano ther .
Now, none o f  th e  above a n a ly ses  could be d escr ibed  as  e s p e c ia l ly  so p h is t ic a te d .  
In a l l  cases , only two f a c to r s  a re  considered  whereas in th e  d isc o u rse  r e l a t e d  by 
DraupadI to  Y udh is th ira , the  f a c to r s  o f  karma and chance a re  introduced.'-2 Nor i s  any 
c lo se ly  reasoned  a t te m p t  made to  dem arcate  boundaries  w ith in  which f a t e  and human 
e x e r t io n  may e x e rc is e  t h e i r  sway. I t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  m ain ta in  t h a t  both p lay  a pa r t .  
In t ru th ,  th e s e  a n a ly se s  a re  what could be ca lled  th e  common sense  view of f a t e  and 
human exert ion ;  and t h i s  i s  su g g e s te d  by th e  f req u en t  appeal to  a g r i c u l t u r a l  
i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  From th e  simple o bse rva t ion  of  a peasan t on th e  so i l ,  common
Sa eva h e tu rb h u tv a  h i  p u ru p a s y a r th a s id d h ig u /
Vina^e a p i  sa  evasya  saipdigdhaip karma paurusaro //
Anyatha p a r id p p ta n i  kav ibh irdo§adar$ ibh iti /
Anyatha p a r iv a r t a n te  vega iva  nabhasva ta t) //
Sumantritam sunita ip  ca nyaya ta^copapad itam /
Krtaiji manu$yakaip karma d a ivenap i  v i ru d h y a te / /
Daivamapyakptaip karma pauru?epa  v ih an y a te /
£itamu§paip t a t h a  var§am k ? u tp ip § se  ca b h a r a t a / /  ibid.. 75.5-9 .
1) Lokasya nanya to  v r t t i t i  p a p ^ av a n y a tra  karmapat}/
Evaipbuddhifc p r a v a r t e t a  phalaip syadubhayanvayS t//
Ya evaiji kptabuddhil? sankarmasveva p r a v a r t a t e /
Nasiddhau v y a th a te  ta s y a  na siddhau  har?am a$nu te //  ib id .. 75.11-12.
Compare Kr^pa's e a r l i e r  advice to  Yudhi$thira: 'Thus, he who b e l ie v es  th e re  i s  
any th ing  g r e a t e r  than  ac tion , t h a t  feeb le  (-minded) one p r a te s  u s e le s s ly . '
T a tra  yo anyatkarmapah sadhu manye-
nmogham ta s y a  lapita ip  d u rb a la s y a / /  ibid.. 29.7.
2) See above pp.222-233, Possib ly  f a t e  i s  to  be taken  a s  includ ing  the  karmic 
consequences of p a s t  l iv e s ,  though t h i s  i s  nowhere s p e l t  out.
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sense  d ic ta te d  th e  view t h a t  on the  one hand th e re  were u n co n tro l la b le  e x te rn a l  
fo rc e s  a t  work which could a s s i s t  o r  des tro y  a l l  m orta l  endeavours, and th a t  on the  
o th e r  hand success  in l i f e  depended on human ex e r t io n ,  even i f  i t  did not guaran tee  
the  d e s ire d  r e s u l t .  To t h i s  e x te n t ,  Epic n a r r a to r s  accep ted  f a t e  but r e je c te d  f u l l  
fa ta lism .
The s im p l ic i ty  of th e  ana lyses , i t  needs to  be noted, may t ro u b le  us more than 
th e  Epic n a r r a to r s ,  fo r  the  most im portan t conclusion from t h e i r  d isc u ss io n s  would 
seem to  be th a t  w hatever the  p a r t i c u l a r  combination o f  f a c to r s ,  human beings must 
ac t,  and in p a r t i c u l a r  they  must a c t  to  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  dharmic d u t ie s .  This n a tu r a l  
concern was e sp e c ia l ly  p re s s in g  given th e  c a l l  of th e  he te rodox  f a i t h s  fo r  
ind iv idua ls  to  abandon the  entrapm ent of s o c ia l  d u t ie s  and concerns, and to  r e t i r e  
to  the  f o r e s t  to  work out t h e i r  own s a lv a t io n  from th e  s u f f e r in g s  of temporal 
ex is tence .  A g e n e ra l  response  to  t h i s  ca l l ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  from th e  young, could have 
led to  the  c o l la p se  o f  o rdered  so c ie ty .  Thus th e  concern with th e s e  d isc u ss io n s  
seems to  be more with th e  simple need to  ensu re  a c tion  and th e  continuance  of 
o rdered  soc ie ty .
As well, th e  concern with dharma a l l  but req u ired  acceptance  of th e  view th a t  
under c e r t a in  c ircum stances  human a c t io n s  were meaningful and could e f f e c t  the  
course  o f  even ts .  For i f  f a t e  ru le d  a l l  and man was deemed to  have no c o n tro l  over 
h i s  des tiny , th e r e  would be no in ce n t iv e  fo r  Ind iv idua ls  to  conscious ly  choose to  
behave in a v i r tu o u s  or dharmic fash ion . I t  would make f a r  more sense  to  heed th e  
c a l l  o f  va r io u s  heterodox groups to  renounce a l l  a c tio n  in p u r s u i t  of l ib e r a t io n  
from condit ioned  e x is tence ;  or to  adopt an a t t i t u d e  o f  h e d o n is t ic  fa ta l ism , o f  ea t,  
drink  and be merry fo r  tomorrow we may die.
These concerns a ls o  r e f l e c t  them selves  in the  v a r io u s  c a l l s  th roughout the  
Mahabharata t o  shou lder  the  yoke and e x e r t  o n ese lf  to  th e  u tmost. Though such c a l l s  
a re  not concerned to  a rg u e  the  f a c t  o f  some degree  of human freedom, they  do a t 
l e a s t  p resuppose  i t .  While th e  Epic, as we have seen, has  much to  say about the  
power o f  f a te ,  i t  a lso  has much to  say about th e  importance o f  human exe rt ion .
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Nowhere i s  the  v i r t u e  o f  exert ion , and th e  e v i l  o f  i t s  oppos ite ,  more h ighly  
p ra ise d  than  i t  i s  fo r  k in g s ,1 Thus Vidura, in h is  d r o p le t s  of  wisdom to  th e  
s le e p le s s  and anxious King D hp ta ra ? tra ,  advised: *A man who d e s i r e s  p ro sp e r i ty  
should g ive  up he re  s ix  f a u l t s :  s le e p in es s ,  laz iness ,  fea r ,  anger, indolence and 
p r o c r a s t in a t io n . '2 And, continued  Vidura: 'No p ro sp e r i ty  i s  found amongst those  who 
a re  s t r i c k e n  by s u f f e r in g ,  c a re le s s ,  h e re t ic a l ,  indo len t,  u n c o n tro l le d  and devoid of 
e f f o r t . ' 3 In th e  $antiparvan, Bhl?ma advised Yudhi$ th lra  on th e  c a rd in a l  importance 
of a king being always a c t iv e  and e n e rg e t ic :  'A king, 0 Y udh i? th ira , must be 
zealous ly  a c tiv e .  For a king who, l ik e  a woman, i s  d e s t i t u t e  o f  ex e r t io n ,  does not 
deserve  p r a i s e . 'A And 'Knowledge, a u s te r i t y ,  and opulent w ea l th ,1 continued  Bhi?ma,
' a l l  t h i s  i s  p o ss ib le  th rough d e te rm in a t io n . ,B Elsewhere Bhigma emphasised to  
Y udhi$ tb ira  th e  im portance of ro y a l  e x e r t io n  by c i t in g  th e  example of the  c e l e s t i a l s  
themselves:
Bphaspati has  proclaim ed th a t ,  fo r  kings, e x e r t io n  i s  the  roo t  of ro y a l  d u t ie s .  
Hear from me some v e rs e s  on th is .  By e x e r t io n  th e  ambrosia was obtained; by 
e x e r t io n  th e  asuras  were s la in ;  (and) by e x e r t io n  mighty Indra  ob ta ined  h is  
s u p e r io r i ty  over heaven and e a r th .  ... A king who i s  d e s t i t u t e  of ex e r t io n ,  
even though possessed  o f  in te l l ig e n c e ,  w i l l  always be conquered by h is  
enemies, l ik e  a snake devoid of poison.*
Not only i s  e x e r t io n  p ra ised , but r e l ia n c e  on f a t e  i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  condemned. 
Thus Bhi§ma c i t e s  a d isc o u rs e  between a sage  and a king who had lo s t  h is  kingdom 
in which th e  sage  asks: 'Why, 0 lord , do you be lieve  th e r e  i s  p ro sp e r i ty  in re ly in g
1) cf. P.V. Kane, H is to ry  of Dharma<;astra. vol.3, p. 168-170.
2) $ a t  do§ah puru^epeha h a ta v y a  b h u tim icch a ta /
Nidra t a n d r i  bhayain krodha alasyaip d i r g h a s u t r a t a / /  Udyogaparvan, 33,66.
3) Duftkharte?u p ram a tteg u  n a s t ik e $ v a la se $ u  ca /
Na < jr irvasa tyadan te?u  ye c o ts a h a v iv a r j i t a f ) / /  ib id .. 39.48.
4) Nityodyuktena va i  r a j n a  bhavitavyaip y u d h i^ th i ra /
Pra$amyate ca r a j a  h i  n a r lv o d y a m a v a rj i ta l) / /  Q§ntiparvan, 57.1.
5) Vldya tapo  va vipularji dhanarp va
sarvam etadvyavasayena <jakyam/ ibid.. 120.43.
6) Utthanaip h i  narendrapSip b p h a s p a t i ra b h a ^ a ta /
Rajadharraasya yanmularp g lo k ah ^ c a tra  nibodha m e//
Utthanenamptaip lab d h am u tth an en asu ra  hatafc/
U tthanena mahendreija sra ig thyarp  praptaiji d iv lh a  c a / /
U tthanah lno  r a j S  h i  buddhimanapi n itya^al) /
Dhar$ai?Iyo ripuijSip sy§dbhujaipga iva n i r v i ? a i y /  ibid.. 58 .13-14 & 16.
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on f a t e ? '1 The sage  advised  t h a t  th e  de fe a te d  king should  i n g r a t i a t e  h im se lf  with 
h is  enemy, and weaken him from w ith in  by d e c e i t  and fraud . To t h i s  end, r e l ian c e  on 
f a te  could a c tu a l ly  be used to  weaken one 's  enemy: 'You should  de ride  human e f f o r t ,  
(and) speak (only) about f a t e  to  him.''-2
Some p a r t s  of the  Mahabharata even go so f a r  as  to  a rgue  th a t  the  cyc lica l  
degenera tion  of Time th rough  th e  fou r  yugas  i s  not due to  Time i t s e l f  but to  the  
n e g le c t  o f  t h e i r  d u t ie s  by kings. I f  t h i s  i s  so, the  e f f e c t  of a k ing 's  a c t io n s  upon 
the  course  of e v e n ts  i s  about a s  a b s o lu te  as can be. Thus in the  $antiparvant 
Bhi$ma ex p la in s  to  Y udhis th ira :  'You should  have no doubt w hether th e  Age produces 
th e  king, or whether th e  king produces the  Age. The king produces th e  Age.'3 When a 
king i s  ru le d  e n t i r e ly  by the  sc ie n c e  of punishment (cfaptfanltya), then  the  b e s t  of 
the  Ages, th e  Kpta Yuga, was produced. R ighteousness  a lone  ex is ted ;  a l l  men were 
prosperous; the  seasons  were a g reeab le  and healthy; t h e r e  was no s ickness  and men 
enjoyed long l ives ;  the  e a r th  y ie lded  p l e n t i f u l  produce w ithou t being ploughed, and 
so on. However, when th e  king followed only th re e  o f  the  fo u r  p a r t s  of th e  sc ience  
o f  punishment the  Tret a Yuga was produced. A fo u r th  p a r t  o f  u n r ig h te o u sn e ss  was 
now to  be seen, and th e  e a r th  only y ielded  produce by c u l t iv a t io n .  When the  king 
followed th e  sc ience  o f  punishment by only a ha lf ,  then  th e  Dvapara Yuga a rose . A 
h a l f  p a r t  of u n r ig h te o u sn e ss  (agubhasya) was now to  be observed, and th e  e a r th  
y ielded  but a sm all amount o f  produce. And when th e  king e n t i r e l y  abandoned the  
sc ience  of punishment, and oppressed  h is  su b je c ts ,  then  th e  Kali  Yuga s e t  in. 
R igh teousness  (dharmo) was now nowhere to  be seen; th e  fou r  varpas  ignored t h e i r  
svadharmas and followed those  of  o th e rs ;  men could no longer  a t t a i n  or p re se rv e  
t h e i r  p ro sp e r i ty ;  in te rm ix tu re  o f  th e  varpas  occurred; Vedic r i t e s  no longer y ie lded  
m erit;  d is e a s e s  appeared and men d ied  be fore  t h e i r  time; r a i n s  were i r r e g u la r  and
1) Daive p r a t i n i v i s t e  ca kiiji ^reyo manyate bhavan //  ib id .. 105.53.
2) Nindyasya manu^ain karma daivam asyopavarpaya/ ibid.. 106.20
3) Kalo va karapaip r a jn o  r a j a  va kalakarapam /
I t i  t e  saip^ayo ma bhOdrajS k a la sy a  karapam //  ibid.. 70.6.
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th e  crops f a i le d .  The king, then, was the  c re a to r  ( s r a p t a )  of the  Kpta, Treta,
Dvapara and Kali  Ages.1
Action and e x e r t io n  a re  a ls o  e s p e c ia l ly  s ing led  ou t a s  exemplary v i r t u e s  of the  
w arrio r  c la s s ,  the  k$a tr iyas .  C e r ta in ly  the  most s t i r r i n g  of th e  kpa tr lya  c a l l s  to 
ac tio n  and s t r e n u o u s  e f f o r t  i s  to  be found in th e  l/dyogaparvan where, a f t e r  the  
f a i l u r e  of Kp?na's peace mission, Y udh i$ fh ira 's  mother de te rm ines  to  put some s p i r i t  
in to  her a s c e t i c a l l y  inc l ined  son. KuntI th e r e fo r e  r e l a t e s  th e  anc ien t  h is to ry  
<itihasaip  puratanaip> of  a d isc o u rse  between Vidura and her  son, and asks Kp§pa to  
p ass  i t  on.
Now Vidura was a famous and i r a s c ib le  lady o f  noble b i r t h  who was devoted to
th e  k? a tr iya  dharma, and once she b e ra ted  he r  son as  he lay  de jec ted  and m iserab le
a f t e r  h is  d e fe a t  a t  th e  hands of th e  king of the  Sindhus:
Where did you come from? You a re  not born o f  your f a th e r  or me. Without 
wrath, a sm all  branch in a (big) t r e e ,  (you a re )  a  man with  th e  means o f  a 
eunuch. You may s u r re n d e r  to  d e sp a i r  fo r  as long a s  you l ive ,  (but) for 
p ro s p e r i ty  you must bear  th e  burden. Don't th ink  sm all  o f  you rse lf ;  don 't  be 
s a t i s f i e d  w ith  l i t t l e .  Set your mind to  g re a t  th in g s .  Don't be a fra id !  Be 
strong!  Oh s ta n d  up, you coward! Don't l i e  th e r e  de fea ted !  Without p ride , you 
de l ig h t  a l l  your enemies, (and) g ive g r i e f  to  your r e l a t i v e s .  ... Why do you l i e  
l ike  th e  dead, a s  though s t ru c k  by l ig h tn in g ?  Oh s tan d  up, you coward! Don't 
l i e  th e r e  d e fea ted !  Don't ( ju s t )  p e r ish  you wretch. Be famous fo r  your deeds. 
Don't be in th e  middle or l a s t .  Stand mighty, do not be low. ... Blazing b r ie f ly  
i s  b e t t e r  than  smoking long. ... As long as (a man) perform s manly deeds and 
runs  th e  u l t im a te  race, he i s  no t indebted  to  dharma, and cannot reproach 
him self . Whether he wins or loses , th e  wise do not g r ieve .  He immediately 
begins anew (and) does not value h i s  l i f e  (alone). ... Do not ever  seek fo r  the  
l iv in g  of begging with a s k u l l  ~ contem ptible , v i le ,  d isg ra c e fu l ,  wretched, f i t  
(only) fo r  th e  unmanly. ... May no woman ever  bear a son l ik e  you, devoid of 
anger, re s o lu t io n ,  and m anliness, a d e l ig h te r  o f  h i s  enemies. Do not j u s t  smoke 
away, b laze  up m ightily! A ttack  and s lay  your enemies! Blaze on the  head o f  
your enemies, fo r  an hour or even an in s ta n t .  A man i s  measured by h i s  anger 
and lack of p i ty .  He who i s  com passionate and p a t i e n t  i s  n e i th e r  a woman nor 
yet a man. Contentment d e s t ro y s  p ro sp e r i ty ,  and so  do tende rness ,  lack of 
energy and fea r .  The in a c t iv e  man does not achieve g re a tn e s s .
1) Ibid.. 70.7-25; a ls o  cf. Udyogaparvan, 130.14-15.
2) Na maya tvaip na p i t r a s i  ja ta f t  kvabhyagato  h y a s i /  
Nirraanyurupa^akhlyai) puru^ah k l lb a s a d h a n a b / /  (5) 
Yavajjivaip n i ra ^ o  a s i  ka lyanaya  dhuraip vaha/ 
MatmSnamavamanyasva mainamalpena bibhara}?//(6>
Manalj kp tva  sukalyatiaip m§ bhaistvaip p ra t isa ip s ta b h a /  
U t t i$ th a  he kapuru^a  ma ^e^vaivaip p a r a j i t a l j /  
Am itrannandayansarvannirmSno bandhu^okadah// (7)
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In t h i s  fash ion  Vidura continued  on u n t i l  her  son Saqijaya p r o te s te d  her  harshness , 
complaining t h a t  she addressed  he r  only son a s  i f  he were a s t r a n g e r  (aparaip).1
However, V idura exp la ined  t h a t  i f  she were not to  speak  when he was touched by
d isg ra c e  (aya^asa  spr^tarp) then  her  love would be unfounded <ahetukam). In g e n t l e r
tones  she aga in  beseeched him to  abandon t h i s  course  which was honoured by foo ls
and condemned by the  v i r tu o u s .  He should follow the  way o f  th e  s t r i c t  (sadvpttaip),
which possessed  th e  q u a l i t i e s  of Law and P ro f i t  (dharmarthagupayuktena) and which
recognised  f a t e  and human e f f o r t  <daivamanu$ayuktena).2 Reminding him th a t  the
k p a tr iya  had been c re a te d  fo r  b a t t l e  and v ic to ry , and to  always a c t  ha rsh ly  in  the
p ro te c t io n  of h is  su b je c ts ,  she emphasised th a t  i t  was a c t io n  t h a t  p re -em inen tly
m attered . D espite  th e  r e c o g n i t io n  given to  f a t e  and th e  u n c e r ta in ty  of r e s u l t s ,
no th ing  was achieved w ithou t a c t io n  and e f f o r t :
The r e s u l t  o f  a l l  a c t io n s  i s  always u ncerta in ,  0 dea r  (son). Those who know i t  
i s  u n c e r ta in  may succeed o r  no t succeed. But th o se  who do not ac t  never 
succeed. Actions w ithout e x e r t io n  have one c h a r a c te r i s t i c :  no r e s u l t .  But with 
e x e r t io n  th e r e  a re  two c h a r a c te r i s t i c s :  th e re  i s  e i t h e r  a r e s u l t  or th e r e  i s  
not. He who knows from th e  very f i r s t  th e  u n c e r ta in ty  of a l l  th in g s  d r iv e s  
away su c ce ss  and p r o s p e r i ty  to  h i s  own d isadvan tage , 0 you o f  ro y a l  b i r th !  CA 
man) should ro u se  h im self , r i s e  up, and yoke h im se lf  to  a c t io n s  t h a t  bring 
p ro sp e r i ty .  Ever undaunted, he should make up h i s  mind: 'This w i l l  be!'3
Tvamevaip p re ta v ac c h e ? e  kasm advajrahato  y a th a /
U t t i^ th a  he kapuru$a  ma $e?vaivaip p a r a j l t a b / /  Cll)
Mastaip gamastvam kppapo v i^ruyasva  svakarraaipa/
Ma madhye ma jaghanye tvaip madho b h u s t i s th a  c o r j i t a h / /  (12)
Muhurtaip jva l ita ip  greyo na t u  dhumayitaip ciram/7 (13)
Kptva manu^yakaip karma sp tva jiip  yavaduttamara/
Dharmasyanppyamapnoti na catmanarp v ig a r h a te / /  (14)
Alabdhva yadi va labdhva nanu^ocan tl  p a n d i ta b /
Anantaryaip c a ra b h a te  na praoanaip d h a n a y a te / /  (15)
Na tveva jalmim kapaliip  v p t t im e ? i tu m a rh a s i /
Npqahsyamaya^asyaip ca duhkhaip k § p u ru ?o c i ta m //  <23)
Niramar§am n iru tsaha ip  n irv lryam arinandanam /
Ma sma s lm a n t in i  k ac i j ja n a y e tp u tra m id r^ am //  (28)
Ma dhumaya jva la tyantam akram ya jah i  ^ a t r a v a n /
Jvala  murdhanyamitrapaip muhurtamapi va k?aijam// (29)
E tavaneva puru$o yadamar§I yadak$aml/
K§amavanniramar§agca na iva  s t r i  na punah puman// (30)
Saipto^o va i  qriyaip h a n t i  ta th a n u k ro ^ a  eva ca /
Anutthanabhaye cobhe n i r lh o  na§nu te  m aha t/ /  (31) Udyogaparvan, 131.5-31.
1) Ibid.. 133.1-2. 2) Ibid.. 133.6-8.
3) Sarve^aip karraaoaip t a t a  pha le  n i ty a m a n i ty a ta / /
A nityam iti  ja n a n to  na bhavan ti  bhavan ti  ca /
Atha ye na iva  k u rv a n t i  na iva  j a t u  bhavan ti  t e / /
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This m agn if icen t e x h o r ta t io n  to  a c tion  and e f f o r t  i s  no doubt ty p ic a l  of the  
t ru e  k$ a tr iya  bard ic  s ty l e  b e fo re  the  brahmin re d a c to r s  went to  work.1 Elsewhere in 
the  Mahabharata, t h i s  kp a tr iya  concern w ith  the  need fo r  v igo rous  e x e r t io n  d e sp i te  
the  f a c t  of f a t e  remains, but w ithou t th e  same f o r th r ig h t  s ty le .
For in s tance ,  while  th e  l ik e  o f  Duryodhana and Duh^asana might proclaim in th e i r  
d esp a ir in g  moments th e  pow erlessness  o f  man before  f a te ,  when the  Kauravas d iscu ss  
t a c t i c s  i t  i s  th e s e  same w i l f u l l  young p r in c e s  and t h e i r  s u p p o r te rs  who a re  a l l  fo r  
ac t io n  and e f f o r t .  Thus, a t  one po in t  in  th e  Sabhaparvan, King D h p ta ra ? tra  l e c tu re s  
h is  e r r a n t  son with an em inently  orthodox d isc o u rse  a g a in s t  a c q u is i t iv e n e s s  and in 
favour o f  contentm ent and s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  Duryodhana w il l  have none of i t ,  and h u r ls  
a t  h is  f a th e r  an impassioned p lea  t h a t  the  essence  of being a king was th e  p u r s u i t  
of s e l f - i n t e r e s t  th rough  in d iv id u a l  e f f o r t  and ac tion . The id le  and im potent king 
never prospered:
0 King, your wisdom i s  fu l l ,  you reverence  our e ld e rs ,  (and) your s e n se s  a re  
conquered, (yet)  you g r e a t ly  confuse us who perform our d u t ie s ,  Bphaspati has 
sa id  th e  conduct of k ings i s  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  conduct of th e  world. Thus, 
the  king should  always endeavour to  th ink  of h is  own cause, 0 g re a t  king, th e  
conduct o f  the  k $ a tr iy a  i s  to  be in te n t  on v ic to ry .  I t  may be dharma or 
adharma, (but) l e t  i t  be h i s  conduct, 0 bu l l  of  the  B hara tas .  ... D iscontent i s  
the  roo t  o f  p ro sp e r i ty ;  th e re fo re ,  I d e s i r e  d isc o n te n t .  He who s t r i v e s  fo r  high 
pos it ion ,  0 king, he i s  the  g r e a t e s t  leader. When th e r e  i s  lo rd sh ip  and wealth, 
should not s e l f - i n t e r e s t  be pursued? Others s t e a l  what one acqu ired  before; 
fo r  they  know t h a t  i s  the  dharma of kings. A f te r  a g ree in g  to  peace, Indra  cut 
o f f  th e  head of Namuci; fo r  he considered  t h a t  was th e  e v e r - l a s t i n g  way with 
enemies. As a snake (ea ts )  mice, the  e a r th  e a t s  th e s e  two: a king who does 
not f ig h t ,  and a brahmin who does not t ra v e l .  ... Like a sw elling  d isease ,  (an 
enemy) w i l l  sev er  th e  ro o t  of he who, from folly ,, d i s r e g a rd s  th e  p ro spe r ing  of 
h i s  enemy's s ide . For, as an a n t h i l l  formed on th e  r o o t s  devours th e  t r e e  next 
to  i t ,  so  does an enemy, though small, whose power grows con tinua lly ,  0 
descendant of Ajami<jha, do no t be p leased  by th e  good fo r tu n e  of (your) 
enemy, B hara ta . ... He who longs fo r  the  growth o f  w ealth  j u s t  as th e r e  i s  
growth a f t e r  b i r th ,  does he p rosper  amongst h i s  kinsmen? (But) power (brings) 
immediate growth. While we do not gain  th e  Papqtavas' dominion, t h e r e  w i l l  be
Ekagupyamanihayamabhavab karmapaiii phalam/
Atha dvaiguoyamihayaip phalam bh av a ti  va na v a / /
Yasya p rageva  v i d i t a  s a rv a r th a n a m a n i ty a ta /
Nudedvpddhisampddhi sa  p r a t ik u le  nppa tm a ja / /
Utthatavyaip jSgptavyaip yoktavyaip bhutikarm asu/
B hav i$ya ti tyeva  manah kptvS sa ta tam a v y a th a ih /  Ibid.. 133.23-27.
1) See J.A.B. van Buitenen ( tran s .  & ed.), The M ahabharata. vo l .5, p. 178-80.
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danger fo r  me. For I w i l l  o b ta in  th a t  fo rtune , o r  lay  s la in  on the  
b a t t l e f i e l d . 1
The id le  and impotent king, then, never  prospered  and Duryodhana had no in te n t io n  of
being e i th e r .  And even as  d e fe a t  s t a r e d  him in the  face, Duryodhana, re fu s in g  Kppa's
e n t r e a t i e s  to  make peace, could console  h im se lf  with th e  thought t h a t  he had a t
l e a s t  e x e r te d  h im se lf  a s  a k $ a tr iy a  should:
But th e  dea th  of a k $ a tr iy a  a t  home i s  desp icable . That dea th  on one 's  bed a t  
home i s  s t ro n g ly  a g a in s t  dharma. The man who abandons h i s  body in th e  fo re s t  
or on the  b a t t l e f i e l d ,  a f t e r  having o f fe red  g r e a t  s a c r i f i c e s ,  he a t t a i n s  glory. 
He i s  no man who, overwhelmed by old age, d ies  s t r i c k e n  (and) p i t i f u l l y  
bewailing in th e  m idst o f  weeping r e l a t i v e s ,25
Another k $ a tr iy a  who favoured ac tio n  and e f f o r t  above a l l  e l s e  was the  
redoub tab le  Bhlmasena. J u s t  a s  Duryodhana could be f r u s t r a t e d  a t  h is  f a t h e r 's  
p rev a r ic a t io n ,  so was Bhlma f r u s t r a t e d  by h is  e ld e r  b r o th e r 's  p rep a red n ess  to  wile 
away 12 y e a rs  in th e  f o re s t .  At one such poin t  Bhima's f e e l in g s  got th e  b e t t e r  of 
h is  sense  o f  lo y a l ty  and he le c tu re d  h i s  b ro th e r  fo r  h is  p a r t i a l i t y  to  dharma or
1) R a janpar iga tap ra jno  vpddhasevi j i t e n d r iy a h /
P ra tipannansvaka rye?u  saipmohayasi no bhp^am// (13)
L okavpttadra javp ttam anyadaha  b p h asp a t ib /
T asm adrajna  praya tnena  sv a r th a ^ c in ty a h  sadaiva  h i / /  (14)
K $atriyasya  m ahara ja  jaye  v p t t ib  s a m a h i ta /
Sa v a i  dharmo astvadharm o va  sv a v p tta u  b h a ra ta r s a b h a / /  (15)
Asai]ito$ab 9r iy o  mulaip tasm atta ip  kamayamyaham/
Samucchraye yo y a ta t e  sa  ra janparam o n a y l / /  (18)
Mamatvaiji h i  na kartavyamaifjvarye va dhane ap i v a /
Purvavaptaiji ha ran tyanye  rajadharmaip h i  taip v idut)//  (19)
Adrohe samayaip kptv§ ciccheda namuceb $ i ra b /
Qakrab s a  h i  mata ta sy a  r ip a u  v p t t ib  s a n a t a n i / /  (20)
Dvavetau g r a s a t e  bhumib sa rpo  b i la ^ a y an iv a /
Rajanaip caviroddharaip brahmapaip cap rav as in am //  (21)
Qatrupak§arp sampdhyantaip yo m ohatsam upek?ate/
V yadh irapyay ita  iva ta sy a  mulaip c h in a t t i  s a b / /  (23)
Alpo ap i hya rira tyan ta ip  vardhamanaparakramah/
Valmiko mulaja iva g r a s a t e  vpk?am an tikS t/ /  (24)
Ajamldha r ipo rlakgm irm a t e  roc ig 'ta  b h a r a t a / (25)
Janmavpddhimivarthanaip yo vpddhimabhikank?ate/
Edhate j n a t i$ u  sa  va i  sadyovrddh irh i  v ikram ab// (26)
Naprapya p a $ d a v a i9varyaip saijnjayo me b h a v i? y a t i /
Avapsye va  9riyaip taip h i  9e§ye va  n ih a to  y u d h i / /  (27) Sabhaparvan, 50.13-27.
2) Gphe y a tk § a t r iy a s y a p i  nidhanaip tad v ig a rh i ta m /
Adharmab sumahane?a yacchayyamaraipaip gphe //
Araijye yo vimuficeta saipgrame va  tanuip n a ra h /
Kratunahptya mahato mahimanaip sa  g a c c h a t i / /
Kppaipaip v i la p a n n a r to  j a r a y a b h ip a r ip lu ta b /
M riyate rudataip  raadhye jna t lna ip  na sa  p u ru ? a h / /  Qalyaparvan, 4.30-32.
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Law, and fo r  no t g iv ing  P ro f i t  and P leasu re  t h e i r  due. Law, P r o f i t  and Pleasure ,
Bhima argued, should a l l  be pursued  equally . Nor did Bhima b e l ie v e  th a t  Yudhi$i;hira
was p ra c t i s in g  th e  dharma a s  a t r u e  k $ a tr iy a  should. For a k ? a tr iy a  th e  dharma
could only be pursued  through the  e x e rc is e  of power Ct e ja s a >. Wealth was not to  be
obtained  through  the  brahmin 's t im idness  <klaibyena ) and p r a c t ic e  of begging: 'Be
awake, 0 Indra among kings; know the  e t e r n a l  d u t ie s ,  You have been born to  c ru e l
deeds from which (ano ther)  man would r e c o i l , '1
Therefore , concluded Bhima, shedding h is  undue concern fo r  dharma, Yudhi?thbra
should take  up th e  cha llenge  and re g a in  h i s  kingdom th rough s t r e n g th  and cunning.
Make your h e a r t  a k $ a tr iy a 's  h e a r t ,  throw o f f  t h i s  weakness o f  mind, show 
your manly vigour 0 Kaunteya, (and) ca rry  the  burden l ik e  a b e a s t  of burden. 
For, 0 king, never  has  a king with an e n t i r e ly  dftarma-like n a tu r e  conquered 
the  e a r th ,  nor  p ro sp e r i ty ,  nor again  wealth. For by using  h is  tongue on the  
many base and greedy-minded (people), he a c q u ire s  a kingdom by d ece i t ,  l ik e  a
porcupine i t s  meal. The asuras, e ld e r  b ro th e r s  (of the  gods), who were in a l l
ways very prosperous, were vanquished by the  gods through  dece i t ,  0 Bull of 
the  Papdavas. Knowing th a t  eve ry th ing  belongs to  th e  s tro n g ,  0 Lord o f  the  
Earth, you must w ith  your s t ro n g  arms s lay  your enemies through re c o u rse  to 
the  deepes t  d e c e i t .2
So, advised Bhima, re p u d ia t in g  t h e i r  agreement with d e c e i t f u l  argum ents, they  should 
th a t  very  day take  up t h e i r  weapons, mount t h e i r  c h a r io ts ,  and reg a in  t h e i r  kingdom 
and fo r tu n e  from th e  D harta r  a $ t r a s .3
The importance o f  human ac t io n  and e x e r t io n  i s  a lso  to  be found emphasised in 
a t  l e a s t  some of the  Mahabharata's appealing  animal fab le s ,  a form of  l i t e r a t u r e  
which was d i re c te d  more tow ards o rd inary  fo lk  than kings and w a rr io rs .  These t a l e s  
uphold th e  view th a t  t im ely  human e f f o r t  can change the  cou rse  of ev en ts  fo r  the  
b e t t e r ,  while  id le n e s s  merely leads  to  ru in . Fate, a s  a f a c to r  in human ac tion , i s  
e i t h e r  ignored or downplayed.
In the  <pantiparvant Bhl?ma r e l a t e s  th e  t a l e  of th e  th r e e  Qakula f i s h  who, a l l  
good f r ie n d s ,  l ived  to g e th e r  in a lake. Of th e  th re e  f ish ,  one was noted  fo r  i t s
1) Anubudhyasva r a je n d ra  v e t th a  dharm ansana tanan /
K rurakarm abhija to  a s i  yasm §dudvija te  j a n a h / /  Aranyakaparvan, 34.52.
2) Sa k$atraiji hpdayaiji kp tva  tyaktvedam ^ ith ila ip  manal?/
V Iryam asthaya kaunteya dhuramudvaha d h u ry a v a t / /
Na h i  kevaladharm atm a ppthivlip j a t u  kagcana/
P a r th iv o  vya jayadra janna  bhutiiji na punah $riyam //
Jihvaip d a t t v a  bahunaiji h i  k?udrapaip lubdhace tasam /
Nikptya lab h a te  ra jyam aharam iva (jalyakah//
B hra ta rah  p u rv a ja ta ^ c a  susampddha^ca sa rvasa l) /
Nikptya n i r j i t a  devairasurafo p ap d av ar?ab h a //
Evaiji b a lava tab  sa rv a m it i  buddhva m ah lpa te /
Jah i  ^atrOnmahabaho paraip n ik p t im a s th i t a h / /  Ibid.. 34.55-59.
3) Ibid.. 34.80-85.
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fo re though t  (dirghadarg I, ' f a r - s e e in g ') ,  ano the r  fo r  i t s  p resence  of mind 
(prap taka la jno , 'knowing an opportune  time'), and the  t h i r d  fo r  i t s  d i l a to r in e s s  and 
p ro c ra s t in a t io n  (dXrghasutraip, 'sp inn ing  a long yarn '). Now, one day some fisherm en 
came to  th a t  lake and began to  d ra in  away i t s  w a te rs  to  a lower ground through 
v a rious  channels. The f i s h  no ted  fo r  i t s  fo re s ig h t  warned h i s  two companions of th e  
impending danger to  th e  c r e a tu r e s  in the  lake, and su g g e s te d  they  ha s te n  e lsew here 
while they  could: 'For he who wards o f f  impending m is fo r tu n e  w ith  wise conduct does 
not incu r  d a n g e r . '1 The d i la to r y  f i s h  rep l ied :  'You have spoken t ru ly .  But as  yet 
th e re  i s  no need fo r  urgency. This i s  my o p i n i o n . A n d  the  f is h  w ith  p resence  of 
mind rep l ied :  'When th e  proper time comes, I never  f a i l  in d e c is io n . '3 A f te r  hea ring  
t h e i r  r e p l i e s ,  the  f i s h  who had fo re s ig h t  and g re a t  in te l l ig e n c e  swam by the  c u rre n t  
to  ano ther  deep lake. When most of th e  w ater  had gone, th e  fisherm en began to  catch  
and t i e  up in bundles th e  f is h  l e f t  there .  However, th e  f is h  who had p resence  of 
mind placed h im se lf  in th e  midst o f  some bound f ish ,  and by b i t in g  the  s t r i n g  he 
looked a s  i f  he was caught. When th e  fisherm en took t h e i r  ca tch  to  deeper w ater  for 
washing them, th e  f is h  w ith  p resence  o f  mind was ab le  to  quickly escape. But the  
d i la to r y  f ish ,  who was d u l l - w i t t e d ,  s e n s e le s s  and of weak unders tand ing  <mandatma 
hinabuddhlracetanaif) went to  i t s  d e s t ru c t io n .  Therefore , th e  t a l e  concluded: 'Those 
who ac t  a f t e r  co n s id e ra t io n  and who a re  a t t e n t i v e  p rep a re  properly . Considering time 
and p lace they  a t t a i n  th e  f r u i t .
A l i t t l e  f u r th e r  on Bhl?ma r e l a t e s  the  t a l e  of King Brahmadatta  and th e  b ird  
PujanI, which e x to l l s  human e f f o r t  and r e j e c t s  th e  idea  t h a t  Time alone i s  the  so le  
determ iner. Now PujanI had l ived  fo r  a long tim e w ith  King Brahmadatta in h is  
palace, and though a b ird  she had g r e a t  knowledge and was fu l ly  conversant with
1) Anagatamanarthaip h i  sunayairyalj  p ra b a d h a te /  Na sa  saip^ayamapnoti ... Qantiparvan, 
35.7.
2) So ab rav l tsa m y a g u c y a te /  Na tu  k a ry a  t v a r a  y a v a d i t i  me n i$ c i t a  matti?// ibid.. 135.8.
3) P ra p te  k a le  na me kirpcinnyayatah p a r i h a s y a t e / /  ibid,. 135.9.
4) P a r ik $ y a k a r l  y u k ta s tu  samyaksamupapadayet/
D e^akalavabh ipre tau  tabhySrp pha lam avapnuya t//  ibid.. 135.23; see  135.1-23.
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dharma. While r e s id in g  th e re  she gave b i r th  to  a son, and a t  th e  same time the  king 
a lso  had a son by h is  queen. Daily PujanI would proceed to  th e  ocean shore  to  ob ta in  
a s p e c ia l  f r u i t ,  t h a t  gave s t r e n g th  and energy, fo r  h e r  son and the  k ing’s son. But 
one day a f t e r  PujanI had departed , the  prince, while  p lay ing  w ith  th e  young bird, 
happened to  c rush  i t  to  dea th  with h i s  force. When PujanI r e tu rn e d  she wept 
b i t t e r ly ,  and rued  a l l  f r ie n d sh ip  with k$at.riyas, Swearing vengeance she p ierced  the  
eye of th e  p r ince  with her  ta lons .
Thereupon King Brahmadatta  accepted what had happened a s  a j u s t i f i e d  s e t t l i n g  
of accounts , and re q u e s te d  th a t  she con tinue  to  l iv e  in h i s  palace. There should  be 
no enmity between them. But PujanI le n g th i ly  argued t h a t  she could not in a l l  wisdom 
continue  to  l iv e  there :  h e a r t s  could never fo rge t ,  The king then  t r i e d  a d i f f e r e n t  
argument: i t  was Time th a t  had brought t h e i r  sorrows. ' I t  i s  Time th a t  does the  
work. And so a c t io n s  of manifold s o r t s  take  p lace th rough  Time alone. Who, (then), 
commits an o ffence  a g a in s t  whom in t h i s  world? ... Time always causes  th e  happiness 
and s u f f e r in g  of embodied c r e a t u r e s . '1
For the  wise b ird  PujanI, th e  argument th a t  Time alone determ ined human a c t io n s
was a palpably  flawed one to  be f irm ly  re jec ted :
I f  Time i s  th e  measure o f  t h i s  (i.e. ac tion), (then) nobody should be h o s t i l e  
(towards ano ther) .  But why do kinsmen r e t a l i a t e  when t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  a re  
s la in ?  Why did th e  gods and asuras  formerly s la y  each o th e r  i f  i t  i s  through 
Time t h a t  th e re  i s  death, happ iness  and s u f fe r in g ,  e x is te n c e  and non­
e x is te n ce ?  Why do p hys ic ians  d e s i r e  to  ad m in is te r  medicine to  the  sick, i f  
they a re  r ipened  by Time? What need i s  th e re  w ith  medicine? Why do th o se  who 
a re  in se n s ib le  w ith  t h e i r  very g re a t  g r i e f  indulge  in  lam en ta tion?  I f  Time is  
the  measure o f  ( a l l )  th is ,  how can th e r e  be moral m eri t  amongst th o se  who 
perform a c t io n s ? 3
1) Kalena k r iy a te  karyaip ta th a iv a  v iv idhab  kriyal?/
Kalenaiva p ra v a r ta n te  kab k a s y e h a p a ra d h y a t i / /
Kalo n i tyam upadha tte  sukhaip dufokhaip ca dehin&m// ibid.. 137.45 & 48.
2) Yadi ka lab  pramariaiD t e  na vairaip kasyac idbhavet/
Kasmattvapacitiiji  y a n t i  bandhava bandhave h a t e / /
Kasmaddevasurab purvamanyonyamabhijaghnire/
Yadi ka lena  niryaoaiji sukhadubkhe bhavabhavau//
Bhi$ajo bhe$ajani kartuip kasm adicchan ti  ro g ip e /
Yadi ka lena  pacyante  bhe?a ja ib  kirn prayojanam //
Pra lapab  k r iy a te  kasmatsumahSfigokamurchitaib/
Yadi ka lab  pram§i)aip t e  kasmaddharmo a s t i  k a r tp ^ u / /  ib id .. 137.50-53.
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PujanI d idn 't  deny th a t  f a t e  played a p a r t  In human ac tion , but she did r e j e c t  the
view th a t  human e x e r t io n  played no pa r t :
Fate  and human e x e r t io n  a re  dependent a s  a consequence o f  each o ther . (But) 
ac t io n  i s  th e  p r in c ip a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the  d i s t in g u is h e d ,  (while) eunuchs 
honour f a te .  Whether se v ere  or s l ig h t ,  a b e n e f ic ia l  a c t  should  be done. The 
id le  (and) d i s i n t e r e s t e d  (man) i s  always swallowed by m is fo r tu n es .  Therefore  
even when a m a t te r  i s  u n c e r ta in ,  prowess should s t i l l  be put fo rth .  Even 
d is re g a rd in g  every th ing , men should do what i s  fo r  t h e i r  w e l fa r e .1
However, i f  human e f f o r t  was so im portan t ,  the  im p lica tion  followed th a t  PujanI was
re sp o n s ib le  fo r  what she had done; and i f  men should do what i s  o f  b e n e f i t  to  them,
then PujanI could not but s tand  in th e  k ing 's  enmity. In the  end, th e  wise b ird  went
e lsew here ,2
In ad d it io n  to  th e  above where th e  importance of human e x e r t io n  and i t s  a b i l i t y  
to  change th e  course  o f  e v e n ts  i s  d i r e c t ly  considered, th e r e  i s  much m a te r ia l  in the  
Mahabharata which in d i r e c t ly  or im p l ic i t ly  p u ts  the  same view, I t  i s  im portan t to  
r e a l i s e  t h a t  th e  Epic bards  do not seem to  have looked upon man as a sm all 
in s ig n i f i c a n t  e n t i t y  in th e  workings o f  th e  universe . In th e  in te rdependen t  world of 
Hindu conception, man was an im portan t  and a c t iv e  p a r t i c ip a n t  in  th e  a f f a i r s  of  the  
t r ip le -w o r ld ,  with perhaps even a claim to  be the  c e n t r a l  p a r t ic ip a n t .  And in many 
p a r t s  of th e  Mahabharata , i t  i s  assumed in one way or  a n o th e r  t h a t  man does have 
the  power to  change th e  cou rse  o f  ev e n ts  in h i s  favour. Epic man's a b i l i t y  to  o rder  
th e  world around him would seem to  be e xe rc ised  through  fo u r  p r in c ip a l  means, which 
must now be considered: s a c r i f i c e  (yajha ), a u s t e r i t i e s  ( tapas), devo tion  (bhakti), and 
knowledge (Jhana).
In p a r t s  o f  the  Mahabharata th e  concept of  s a c r i f i c e  rem ains o f  importance, but
1) Daivaip pu ru$akara$ca  s th i tav an y o n y asa ip $ ray a t /
Udattanaip karma tan traip  daivaip k l lb a  u p a s a t e / /
Karma catmahitarp karyaip tlk?ipaip va yadi va mpdu/
G rasyate  akarraa^I las tu  sadana r tha irak i ipcana l j / /
Tasmatsaip<;ayite ap y a r th e  ka rya  eva parakramafo/
Sarvasvamapi saiptyajya kSryamatmahitaip n a r a i h / /  ib id .. 137.78-80.
2) Ibid.. 137.1-109,
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c e r t a in ly  i t  i s  no longer th e  predominant concern t h a t  i t  had been during the  Vedic
period. By o r ig in  th e  Vedic s a c r i f i c e  was predom inantly  a p r o p i t i a to r y  and
su p p lic a to ry  ceremony, a p a r t  o f  man's c e a s e le s s  se a rc h  to  o b ta in  good and ward o f f
bad, Through th e  s a c r i f i c e  man won th e  support  and favour  of th e  gods by h is
o f fe r in g s  o f  food and above a l l  of soma, th e  d iv ine drink  o f  im m ortality , which
provided th e  gods w ith  th e  prowess and s t r e n g th  they  needed fo r  t h e i r  e t e r n a l
c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  fo rc e s  of d i so rd e r  and chaos r e p re s e n te d  by the  demons. The gods,
in tu rn , p ro te c te d  man from th e  demonic th re a t ;  and, i f  p leased , provided th e
s a c r i f i c e r  w ith  more concre te  and worldly g i f t s  such as  wealth , c a t t l e  and horses ,
v igorous o f fsp r in g ,  long l i f e ,  v ic to ry  in b a t t l e ,  freedom from d ise a s e  and sin , and
so on. The r e l a t i o n s h ip  was one o f  mutual rec ip ro c i ty :  the  gods needed the
sus tenance  men provided; and men needed the  p ro te c t io n  and favour o f  the  gods. The
Vedic s a c r i f i c e  was th e  p r in c ip a l  mechanism th a t  secu red  th e  a l l i a n c e ,1
N everthe less ,  even in th e  Veda t r a c e s  of a much more complex s e t  of ideas
a re  to  be found in which the  s a c r i f i c e  i s  seen as  the  e f f i c i e n t  cause  in the
c re a t io n  and continued  o p e ra t io n  of th e  c o sm o s ,H o w e v er ,  i t  i s  not u n t i l  th e
Brahmapas t h a t  t h i s  magico-cosmic i n te r p r e ta t io n  of th e  s a c r i f i c e  becomes
predominant, r e s u l t i n g  in 'a  r i t u a l  system  which, in complexity of d e ta i l ,  f a r
su rp a s s e s  any th ing  th e  world has e lsew here  known.'3 The cosmic ideology which came
to  underlay  the  s a c r i f i c e  i s  exp la ined  by R.N, Dandekar a s  follows:
A Vedic s a c r i f i c e  was be lieved  to  be an autonomous r e l i g io u s  system. I t  
o p e ra ted  and became e f f e c tu a l  independently  o f  any ex tran eo u s  fac to r .  The Law 
of s a c r i f i c e  was a t  once d e te r m in is t ic  and inexorab le . F u r the r ,  a Vedic 
s a c r i f i c e  was regarded  not a s  a mere p r o p i t i a to ry  r i t e  -  i t  was be lieved  to  
p o ssess  a profound cosmic s ig n if ic a n ce .  A c u l t i c  a c t  e s ta b l i s h e d  a m agical 
rap p o r t  w ith  th e  e n t i r e  cosmos. A s a c r i f i c e  was not only a r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in 
m in ia tu re  of th e  cosmic o rder , but i t  was a ls o  a n e c essa ry  cond it ion  fo r  the  
proper  working of th e  cosmic order. A s a c r i f i c e  i s  very  a p t ly  compared to  
clock-work which must be wound up in o rder  t h a t  th e  world should be kept 
going. I t  may be noted  t h a t  th e  performance of s p e c i f i c  c u l t i c  r i t e s  was made
1) W. Norman Brown, 'Early  P h ilosoph ical  Specula tion  in  th e  Rg Veda', in Ind ia  and 
Indologv. pp.79-80; and A.A. Macdonell, 'Vedic Relig ion ', in Hastings, op .cit . .  
vol.12, pp.610-611,
2) Brown, 'Early  P h ilosoph ica l  Specu la tion  ...' o p .c i t . , p.81 and pp. 199-218; Macdonell, 
op.cit. .  p.611; and Keith, op .c it . .  vo l.2. pp.454-5,
3) Macdonell, op .c it . .  p.601.
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to  correspond w ith  the  rhythm ic course  of n a tu re .  S evera l  s a c r i f i c e s  can be 
shown to  have been in tended  a s  yea rly  r i t e s  fo r  cosmic re g e n e ra t io n .1
Although th e  ideas  may seem s tra n g e ,  the  logic  i s  simple enough fo r  e s s e n t ia l ly  i t
i s  based on mimetic o r  im i ta t iv e  magic. Mimetic magic works on th e  idea of
e s ta b l i s h in g  i d e n t i t i e s  between a c o n tro l l in g  r i t u a l  and th e  n a tu r a l  phenomena th a t
i t  i s  d e s ire d  to  con tro l .  The c ru c ia l  element is  th a t  th e  c o n tro l l in g  r i t u a l  should
copy and p a r a l l e l  th e  n a tu r a l  phenomena to  be c on tro l led ,  whether the  means be
physica l, symbolic o r  verbal.  I f  th e  r i t u a l  a c c u ra te ly  corresponds, then whatever i s
done in th e  r i t u a l  should  y ie ld  a p a r a l l e l  r e s u l t  in th e  n a tu r a l  world.s
The use  o f  voodoo d o l ls  in popular  magic i l l u s t r a t e s  the  working of the  
p r in c ip le  of mimetic magic a t  i t s  most basic, and such simple a p p l ic a t io n s  abound in 
th e  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e . 3 By comparison the  Vedic s a c r i f i c e  I s  merely the  p r in c ip le  of 
im i ta t iv e  magic app lied  on th e  t r u ly  grand scale , fo r  here  the  n a tu r a l  phenomena to  
be s im ula ted  and c o n tro l le d  i s  th e  whole un iverse . Not s u rp r is in g ly ,  then, the  
Brahmanas p laced  g r e a t  emphasis upon the  need fo r  d e ta i le d  and exact  knowledge of 
the  s a c r i f i c e ,  in o rd e r  to  e s t a b l i s h  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  layou t and p rocedure  as a 
microcosm with th e  c o r re c t  m yst ica l  correspondences to  th e  u n iv e r s a l  macrocosm; fo r  
i t  was only i f  th e  s a c r i f i c e  was a t r u e  and a c cu ra te  m in ia tu re  copy of th e  u n iv e r s a l  
s t r u c tu r e  t h a t  i t  could be used as  an in strum en t  to  o rder  and a rra n g e  th e  powers 
inheren t  in th e  un iverse , C orrect knowledge on the  p a r t  of th e  perform er and 
o f f i c i a t i n g  p r i e s t s  was an a b so lu te  p r e r e q u i s i t e  fo r  th e  s u c c e s s fu l  performance of a 
s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t e .  Given th e  power o f  the  s a c r i f i c e ,  th e  s l i g h t e s t  e r r o r  could indeed 
have d i s a s t r o u s  consequences, rebounding on those  who were th e  sponsors  and 
o f f i c ia n ts .
Now, from th e  poin t  of view of the  p o s i t io n  o f  man, t h i s  developed s a c r i f i c i a l
1) R.N. Dandekar, 'Hinduism*, in  C. Jouco Bleeker and G. Widengren, H is to r ia  relig ionum i 
Handbook fo r  th e  H is to ry  of Religions, vol.2, p.262; a lso  see  'S a c r i f ic ia l  
Mysticism* in S, Dasgupta, Hindu Mysticism, pp. 1-27, and T.J. Hopkins, The Hindu 
R elig ious T ra d i t io n , pp .17-35,
2) T.J. Hopkins, The Hindu R elig ious  T rad it ion , p.27.
3) Keith, op .c it . .  vo l.2, pp.388-90.
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ideology had q u i te  enormous consequences. Thus even th e  o rdered  c o n tin u i ty  of the  
t r ip le -w o r ld  was deemed to  be dependent not upon the  gods but upon th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  
and i t s  p r i e s t l y  o f f i c ia n ts .  Through t h e i r  d e ta i le d  knowledge o f  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  
m inutiae, th e  p r i e s t s  be lieved  th a t  they had the  power to  compel th e  gods to  do 
t h e i r  bidding, and a ls o  to  compel n a tu r a l  phenomena w ithou t any longer req u i r in g  the  
favour o f  th e  gods. As W. Norman Brown notes: 'The most im portan t  element in the  
s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l  was th e  wording employed in i t .  This c o n s is ted  of th e  m antras 
"holy u t te r a n c e s "  which c o n s t i tu t e  the  hymns, t h e i r  enuncia tion , m etres, and chants, 
a l l  o f  which when used c o r r e c t ly  had a magical e f f e c t .  Recited ex a c t ly  and properly  
intoned th e  m antras  were a ll-com pell ing ; the  s a c r i f l e e r ' s  purpose  was s u re  to  be 
accom plished.'1 The Brahmapas, w rote  A.B. Keith, 'degrade the  s a c r i f i c e  from the  
p o s i t io n  of an appeal t o  th e  bounty o f  heaven to  th e  p o s i t io n  of the  g r e a t e s t  power 
on e a r th ,  which c o n tro ls  th e  gods and produces w hatever i s  d e s i re d  by th e  p r i e s t s . '2
But such an extrem e s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  could not endure. In time th e  ex trav ag an t  
importance a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l ,  and th e  dominant in f luence  exe rc ised  
over s o c ie ty  by i t s  brahmin o f f i c i a n t s ,  helped to  s t i r  up i n t e l l e c t u a l  and s o c ia l  
d iscon ten t;  and t h i s  a t  a time when n o r th e rn  India was undergoing profound p o l i t ic a l ,  
economic and s o c ia l  changes.3 The r e s u l t  can be seen in th e  Upanipads and the  non- 
Vedic heterodox  f a i t h s ,  wherein a re  found q u i te  new forms of  r e l i g io u s  and 
ph ilo soph ica l  th ink ing  which had l i t t l e  tim e fo r  th e  p re te n s io n s  of  the  old 
s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l .
The p o s i t io n  of th e  s a c r i f i c e  in  th e  Mahabharata, however, i s  ambiguous. In 
p a r t s  a shadow i s  d e f in i t e ly  c a s t  over the  whole idea, while  in o th e r  p a r t s  i t  
remains a s ig n i f ic a n t  concern, though c e r ta in ly  not th e  c e n t r a l  concern i t  was in
1) Brown, 'Early  Ph ilosoph ical  Specu la tion  ...' op .c it . .  p.81,
2) Keith, op .c it . .  vo l .2, p.380.
3) See A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism, pp.28-42; T. Ling, The Buddha: Buddhist 
C iv i l iz a t io n  in India  and Ceylon, pp.37-83; D.D. Kosambi, An In tro d u c tio n  to  the  
Study o f  Indian History , pp. 104-228.
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the  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  should be r e c a l le d  th a t  form ally  the  Mahabharata i s  
recounted  by th e  bard Ugragravas a t  King Qaunaka's g r e a t  12 yea r  s a c r i f i c e  in the  
Naimi^a f o re s t ,  and Ugraqravas had in tu rn  heard  the  Epic recoun ted  by Vai^ampayana 
a t  King Janam ejaya 's  Snake S a c r i f i c e .1 Much emphasis i s  a lso  l a id  on the  duty  of 
kings and k $ a tr iy a s  e s p e c ia l ly  to  s a c r i f i c e  to  the  gods, and many k ings a re  approved 
fo r  t h e i r  g r e a t  s a c r i f i c i a l  f e a t s  and fo r  the  rew ards they  a t ta in e d ;^  and the  
g e n e ra l  du ty  to  s a c r i f i c e  to  a n c e s to r s  i s  o f te n  repea ted . The concept o f  s a c r i f i c e  is  
h ighly  p ra is e d  a t  some po in ts .  For in s tance ,  the  g re a t  a s c e t i c  Cmahatapah)
Devasthana t e l l s  Yudhi?^hira: 'The P lacer  c re a te d  wealth  fo r  s a c r i f ic e ;  and he 
des igna ted  man to  be a p ro te c to r  (of w ealth) and a s a c r i f i c e r .  Therefore , a l l  wealth  
should be employed in s a c r i f i c e ,  whereupon o b jec ts  w i l l  be w ithout in te r r u p t io n . '3 
And King Janamejaya t e l l s  Vaiqarppayana: 'Therefore, no th ing  i s  found in t h i s  world 
equal to  the  f r u i t  o f  s a c r i f i c e .  This i s  my b e l ie f ,  and t h a t  i s  d o u b t le s s ly  so . 'A I t  
i s  even sa id  t h a t  Indra  became the  king of gods th rough  th e  c e le b ra t io n  o f  va r io u s  
opulent s a c r i f i c e s ; 5 and MahSdeva became God of  gods <devadevo) by o f fe r in g  in to  the  
s a c r i f i c e  h i s  own s e l f . 5 And i t  was to  s a c r i f i c e  th a t  the  gods owed th e i r  
s u p e r io r i ty  and d e fe a t  o f  the  demons.17 On one occasion Brhaspati , p r i e s t  to  th e  gods, 
s a c r i f ic e d  in to  th e  f i r e  with f le s h  whereupon the  asuras  began to  w aste  away and 
were d es troyed  by th e  gods.e Even th e  demons a re  o f te n  sa id  to  perform s a c r i f i c e s .5'
One way o r  an o th e r  th e  duty to  s a c r i f i c e  i s  proclaimed alm ost too  o f te n  to  be
1) Adiparvan, 1,1-10, 2) e.g. A^vamedhikaparvan, 94.3.
3) Yajnaya s p g fa n i  dhanani d h a t r a
y a ? t§ d i? ta h  puru§o r a k ? i t a  ca /
Tasmatsarvaiji yajfia evopayojyaip
dhanaip t a t o  a n a n ta ra  eva karoat?// (Jantiparvan, 20.10.
4) Tasmadyajnaphalaistulyaiii na kiipcidiha v id y a te /
I t i  me v a r t a t e  b u d d h is ta th a  caitadasaip^ayam // Aqvamedhikaparvan, 94.2.
5) e.g. Qantiparvan, 20.11; A$vamedhikaparvan, 94.4.
6) £an tip a rv an , 20.12. 7) A^vamedhikaparvan, 3.7,
8) Qalyaparvan, 40.26-27.
9) Agvamedhikaparvan, 3.6. However, th e  lo g ic a l  problem of w hether the  gods s a c r i f i c e  
to  them selves, and th e  demons to  the  gods, i s  nowhere considered.
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worth c i t in g ,  perhaps i f  only because s a c r i f i c i a l  fee s  were th e  bread and b u t t e r  of 
the  brahmin 's very  e x is te n c e ,1 However, th e r e  does seem to  be an im portan t change of 
emphasis when compared to  the  Vedic concept. To begin with, th e re  i s  l i t t l e  concern 
in the  Mahabbarata w ith  the  performance o f  th e  g re a t  Vedic grauta  r i t u a l s ,  and when 
they a re  performed the  r i t u a l  d e t a i l s  and magical correspondences  a re  sca rce ly  even 
considered.'^ More s ig n i f ic a n t ,  t h e r e  a re  only rem nants o f  th e  concern with the  
s a c r i f i c e  as  a microcosmic device fo r  the  o rder ing  of p a r t s  or a l l  o f  the  un iverse  
or macrocosm. Thus, when King Janamejaya h e a rs  of how h is  f a th e r  P a r ik ? i t  had been 
s la in  by the  king o f  snakes, Tak?aka, he summoned h is  p r i e s t s  who were s k i l le d  in 
s a c r i f i c e  and asked i f  th e re  was a r i t e  by which Tak$aka and h i s  kin could be led 
in to  the  b laz ing  f i r e .  The p r i e s t s  la id  out according to  th e  s c r i p tu r e s  th e  Session  
of the  Snakes: 'Then th e  r i t e  took p lace  according to  th e  o rd inances  of the  Session 
of th e  Snakes. Each o f  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  p r i e s t s  duly went about h i s  functions .  Having 
put on black garm ents, t h e i r  eyes  red  from th e  smoke, they  s a c r i f i c e d  in to  the  
flaming f i r e  w ith  th e  p roper  s p e l l s . '3 And then a l l  the  snakes, h iss in g ,  w r i th ing  
about and q u i te  powerless, were pu l led  tow ards th a t  dread s a c r i f i c e  where, amidst 
t e r r i b l e  c r ie s ,  they  f e l l  in to  th e  b laz ing  flames. Tak$aka, in th e  meantime, had taken 
re fu g e  w ith  h is  f r ie n d  Indra, bu t u l t im a te ly  not even th e  king of gods could s top  
the  g re a t  snake from being pu lled  tow ards th e  s a c r i f ic e .  However, a t  the  very moment 
Tak^aka was about to  drop in to  the  flames, the  se e r  A stlka  brought a s to p  to  the  
s a c r i f i c e . '1'
1) For brahmins, perhaps th e  id e a l  r u l e r  was king Dilipa, who, a t  every s a c r i f i c e  he 
c e le b ra te d ,  gave th e  c h ie f  p r i e s t  a s a c r i f i c i a l  fee  o f  a thousand e lep h an ts  made 
of gold. £an tipa rvan , 29.66.
2) Y u d h i$ th ira 's  Royal Consecra tion  and Horse S a c r i f ic e  a re  th e  no tab le  examples. 
However, as  th e  e d i to r  of th e  Agvamedhikaparvan p o in ts  out, th e  d e ta i l s  th a t  
a re  given o f  Y u d h i^ th ira 's  H o rse -S a c r if ic e  would su g g e s t  t h a t  s ig n i f ic a n t  p a r t s  
o f  the  complicated r i tu a l i s m  had fa l le n  in to  abeyance. R.D. Karmarkar (ed.), The 
ft<^vamedhikaparvan. p. 471.
3) Tatab karma pravavp te  s a r p a s a t r e  v id h an a tab /
Paryakramanqca v id h iv a tsv e  sve karmapi y a ja k § h / /
Paridhaya k p s n a v a s a n s i  dhumasaipraktalocanab/
Juhuvurm antravaccaiva samiddhaiji ja ta v ed a sa m //  Adiparvan, 47,17-18.
4) Ibid.. 47.1 -  53.10.
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In s im i la r  fashion, when Para^ana h e a rs  how h is  f a th e r  th e  s e e r  Qakti, the  
e ld e s t  of V a s l ^ h a 's  100 sons, had been e a ten  by the  rakpasa  p o ssessed  King 
Kalma?apada, he reso lved  to  s a c r i f i c e  with th e  Session o f  th e  Rak$asas. The g re a t  
herm it burned th e  rak?asas,  young and old, u n t i l  v a r io u s  s e e r s ,  including Vasi§tha, 
bade him end the  r i t e  fo r  they  wished th e  rak$asas  to  l i v e ,1
King Drupada i s  a n o th e r  who u ses  the  power of th e  s a c r i f i c e  to  exact revenge. 
Obsessed by h i s  hu m il ia t in g  d e fe a t  by the  brahmin Dropa, and the  lo ss  o f  h a lf  h is  
kingdom, Drupada wandered amongst th e  brahmin s e t t l e m e n ts  in search  of a brahmin 
s e e r  w ith  th e  r i t u a l  knowledge capable  of b e g e t t in g  a son fo r  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of 
Dropa. Even tually  he found two brahmin s e e r s  named Yaja and Upayaja with the  
necessa ry  s a c r i f i c i a l  knowledge. A f te r  Yaja had o f fe re d  in to  th e  flames the  proper 
oblation , th e r e  a ro se  from the  s a c r i f i c e  th e  mighty w a r r io r  Dhr$tadyumna, the  
ordained s la y e r  o f  Dropa, and the  b e a u t i fu l  maid Draupadl.^
On ano the r  occasion, when th e  gods were oppressed  by the  Kapas demons, they 
sought the  p ro te c t io n  o f  th e  brahmins who performed an a p p ro p r ia te  r i t e  (karman) 
fo r  t h e i r  d e s t r u c t io n ,3 And when a c e r t a in  King D hptara? tna , angered a t  the  sudden 
dea th  of h is  c a t t l e ,  r a s h ly  o f fe re d  them as dak$lpa to  th e  Baka, th e  g r e a t  
p r a c t i t io n e r  of tapas  <mahatapas) became f i l l e d  with r a g e  and o f fe re d  th e  f le sh  of 
the  dead anim als in to  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  fo r  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of D h r t a r a ? t r a 's  
kingdom. The kingdom immediately began to  wane, and was only saved by th e  king 
f a l l in g  a t  th e  r ? f  s f e e t  and beseeching h i s  g race  (prasadarp>. Thereupon th e  
poured o b la t io n s  (juhava punarahutlm) on th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  fo r  the  l ib e ra t io n  of 
the  kingdom.A However, in t h i s  In stance ,  i t  i s  perhaps no t e n t i r e l y  c le a r  whether the  
p r in c ip a l  sou rce  of power i s  th e  s a c r i f ic e ,  or the  tapas  o f  th e  p?l.
But d e s p i t e  th e s e  examples, th e re  i s  no doubt t h a t  th e  magico-cosmic 
in t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  th rough  which m orta l man could m anipulate  the  
un iverse , had d e f in i t e ly  seen i t s  day. As well, in o th e r  p a r t s  o f  the  Epic, the
1) Ibid.. 172.1-17. 2) Ibid.. 155.1-50..
3) Anuqasanaparvan, 14-2.1-18. 4) Qalyaparvan, 40.1-23.
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g re a t  Vedic s a c r i f i c e s ,  w ith  t h e i r  demand fo r  animal o f fe r in g s ,  a re  openly 
d isparaged . The growing concern w ith  ahlipsa or non-v io lence  would seem to  be the  
p r in c ip a l  exp lana tion . For in s tance ,  upon th e  completion o f  Y u d h i$ th ira 's  grand 
H orse -S ac r if ice ,  a s e c t io n  has been added in which a mongoose (nakulo) appears  and 
proclaims t h a t  Y udhi?^h ira 's  s a c r i f i c e  was not equal to  a prastha  o f  barley  th a t  had 
been given away by a c e r t a in  brahmin observ ing  th e  uncha vow. When th e  o f f i c i a t i n g  
brahmins defended the  accuracy and c o r re c tn e s s  o f  t h e i r  s a c r i f i c i a l  performance, the  
mongoose recoun ted  th e  s to ry  of t h i s  brahmin.1
Though observ ing  th e  se v ere  uncha vow, by which he g leaned  e a r s  of g ra in  l ike  a 
pigeon, th e  brahmin l ived  a t  K uruk?etra  with h is  wife and ch ild ren , a l l  th e  time 
p r a c t i s in g  se v e re  penances. Now one time th e r e  took p lace  a d re a d fu l  famine in which 
the  brahmin and h i s  family s u f f e r e d  much, a f f l i c t e d  by g r e a t  hunger. With much 
d i f f i c u l ty  th e  brahmin managed to  g a th e r  to g e th e r  a prastha  o f  barley , and a f t e r  
g r ind ing  i t  he gave each member of h i s  family a sh a re  equa l  to  a kutfava <12 double 
handfuls). As they  were about to  s i t  down to  e a t  a brahmin g u e s t  came to  t h e i r  
house. A f te r  rec e iv in g  th e  s t r a n g e r  with a l l  the  r i t e s  a p p ro p r ia te  to  a gues t,  the  
brahmin o f fe re d  h i s  p u r i f ie d  barley . The brahmin g u e s t  a t e  i t  a l l  bu t remained 
hungry. Thereupon h i s  wife p ro f fe re d  he r  share , but s e e in g  h i s  wife s t r i c k e n  with 
s e v ere  hunger, th e  brahmin did not approve. However, a f t e r  h i s  wife  had d iscoursed  
on the  d u t ie s  o f  he r  s ta t io n ,  th e  brahmin took i t  to  th e  g u e s t ,  who promptly a te  i t  
a l l ,  but s t i l l  remained hungry. Thereupon exac t ly  the  same scene i s  enacted with the  
brahmin's son and d a u g h te r - in - la w , Having e a ten  a l l  th e  s ta r v in g  fam ily 's  food, the  
g u e s t  -  who was none o th e r  than  th e  god Dharma in  human form -  lauded the  
brahmin's mighty f e a t  o f  g iv ing  and adherence to  duty. The f r u i t  of t h i s  ac t  was 
g r e a t e r  than  t h a t  to  be ob ta ined  from many H o rse -S a c r i f ic e s  and many Rajasuya 
S a c r i f ic e s  w ith  opulent s a c r i f i c i a l  fees . With t h i s  deed, exp la ined  Dharma, the
1) A^vamedhikaparvan, 92.1-22.
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brahmin and h i s  fam ily  had conquered Heaven, whereupon a c e l e s t i a l  car descended to  
ca rry  them up ,1 From t h i s  ep isode  th e  n a r r a to r  Vaisaippayana concluded: ’By no means, 
0 King, should  you f e e l  wonder a t  s a c r i f ic e .  Through a u s t e r i t i e s ,  m illions  of p ? ls  
have gone to  heaven. Kindness to  a l l  c re a tu re s ,  contentment, good conduct, honesty, 
a u s t e r i t i e s ,  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  t r u t h  and g i f t s  a re  regarded  as  equal.'-’
Without a doubt t h i s  added ep isode  can be considered  as  an in te rp o la t io n  
r e f l e c t in g  s o c ie ty 's  growing concern with non-violence, a d o c tr in e  fe rv e n tly  
promulgated by the  Buddha and Mahavlra, and preached by A^oka. When King Janamejaya 
asked Vaigaippayana why the  mongoose depreca ted  th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  th e  n a r r a to r  r e la te d  
how form erly Qakra c e le b ra te d  a g r e a t  s a c r i f i c e .  However, when the  animals to  be 
s a c r i f ic e d  were se ized , th e  g r e a t  p $ is  were f i l l e d  with  p i ty  fo r  them, and exclaimed: 
'This method of  s a c r i f i c e  i s  not a u sp ic io u s . '  inayam yajnavidhlft gubhafy')s  The p $ is  
then  le c tu re d  th e  king o f  gods: '0 Lord, t h i s  undertak ing  of yours  i s  d e s t r u c t iv e  of 
dharma. This i s  not th e  dharma o f  th e  v ir tuous ;  in ju ry  i s  not sa id  to  be Ca p a r t  of) 
dharma. ... 0 you o f  a thousand eyes, s a c r i f i c e  ( in s tead )  with  seeds  th a t  have been 
well kept fo r  th r e e  y e a r s . '4 However, under the  power o f  p r id e  and fo l ly  
(.manamohavaganugah'), Indra  did not accept t h e i r  words.3
In o th e r  p a r t s  o f  th e  Mahabharata the  Vedic concept of  s a c r i f i c e  i s  not so 
openly d isparaged , but i t  i s  s t i l l  apprec iab ly  downgraded in importance. This is  
e sp e c ia l ly  so where th e  m erit  of o th e r  r e l ig io u s  p ra c t ic e s ,  such a s  v i s i t in g  sacred  
s i t e s ,  g i f t - g iv in g ,  f a s t in g ,  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  and t r u th fu ln e s s ,  a r e  s a id  to  be equa l to
1) Ibid.. 93.1-82.
2) Na v ism ayaste  nppate  yajhe karyah  kathaipcana/
R ? ik o tis ah a s ra i j i  tapobh irye  divaip ga t  a h / /
Adrohah sa rv a b h u te? u  saipto?ah g ilam arjavam /
Tapo damatjca satyaiji ca danaip c e t i  samaip matam// ib id .. 93.92-93.
3) Ibid.. 94.12.
4) Dharmopaghatakastve$a saraarambhastava prabho/
Nayaip dharmakpto dharmo na h in sa  dharma u c y a te / /
Yaja b i ja ih  s a h as r§ k ? a  t r iv a r? a p a ra m o $ i ta ih /  ibid.. 94.14 & 16.
5) See A^vamedhikaparvan, 94.8-22, cf. £an tipa rvan , 324.1-5  where the  gods and p ? is  
again d i s p u te  over whether g o a ts  or seeds  should c o n s t i t u t e  the  s a c r i f i c i a l  
o f fe r in g .
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one or o ther ,  or even a l l ,  o f  th e  g r e a t  Vedic s a c r i f i c e s . 1 At l e a s t  p a r t  o f  the  
appeal of th e s e  a l t e r n a t iv e  p r a c t ic e s  to  the  grand Vedic r i t e s  i s  su g g es ted  by 
Y udh isfh ira  in h is  o b se rv a t io n  t h a t  s a c r i f i c e s  were only fo r  the  wealthy such as 
kings and p r inces ,  and c e r t a in ly  no t fo r  the  poor and power l e s s .3
Though the  conception of the  s a c r i f i c e  a s  an in s tru m en t  th rough  which m orta ls  
could o rd e r  and a rra n g e  th e  u n iv e rse  a t  w i l l  had dec lined  by the  time of the  
Mahabharata, f a i t h  in man's c o n tro l l in g  power c e r ta in ly  had not. During th e  Epic 
period  i t  i s  th rough th e  a l l - im p o r ta n t  no tion  of  tapas  t h a t  roan continued to  
e x e rc ise  h i s  sway over th e  phenomenal world.
The word tapas  i s  de rived  from th e  roo t  tap  ' to  be ho t ' ,  ' to  burn', and i t  
th e r e fo r e  s ig n i f ie s ,  in th e  f i r s t  in s tance ,  warmth o r  h e a t .3 Man in anc ien t India 
exh ib i ted  a g r e a t  f a s c in a t io n  fo r  the  m yste rious  q u a l i t i e s  o f  f i r e  and hea t,  and 
over the  cou rse  of time th e  word came to  assume a wide range  of pregnan t meanings, 
though the  idea  of hea t  and warmth remained c e n t r a l  to  them all .
The fa s c in a t io n  of anc ien t  Ind ia  i s  hard ly  unusual for, as has  been re a d i ly
recognised , n o t io n s  of f i r e  and h ea t  have played a very im portan t  g e n e ra l  p a r t  in
man's r e l i g io u s  consciousness . In The Psychoanalysis  of F i r e ,G as ton  Bachelard w rites :
F ire  i s  a p r iv i le g e d  phenomenon which can exp la in  anyth ing  .... F ire  i s  the  
u l t r a - l i v i n g  element. I t  i s  in t im a te  and i t  i s  u n iv e rsa l .  I t  l iv e s  in our h e a r t .  
I t  l iv e s  in  th e  sky. I t  r i s e s  from the  depths  o f  th e  su b s ta n c e  and o f f e r s  
i t s e l f  w ith  th e  warmth o f  love. Or i t  can go back down in to  th e  su b s tan ce  and 
s ta y  th e re ,  l a t e n t  and pen t-up , l ik e  h a te  and vengeance. Among a l l  phenomena, 
i t  i s  r e a l l y  th e  only one to  which th e re  can be so d e f in i t e ly  a t t r i b u t e d  the  
opposing v a lu e s  of good and ev il .  I t  sh ines  in  P arad ise . I t  burns in Hell. I t  
i s  g e n t le n e s s  and to r tu re .  I t  i s  cookery and apocalypse. I t  i s  a p le a s u re  for 
the  good ch ild  s i t t i n g  p ruden tly  by th e  hearth ;  ye t  i t  pun ishes  any 
d isobedience  when th e  ch ild  w ishes to  play too c lo se  to  i t s  flames. I t  i s  
w e ll-b e in g  and i t  i s  r e s p e c t .  I t  i s  t u t e l a r y  and a t e r r i b l e  d iv in i ty ,  both good 
and bad. I t  can c o n tra d ic t  i t s e l f ;  th u s  i t  i s  one o f  th e  p r in c ip le s  of 
u n iv e r s a l  e x p lan a tio n .4
For the  anc ien t  world much of th e  m ystery  a t ta c h e d  to  f i r e  came f i r s t l y  from i t s
1) e.g. Anu^asanaparvan, 110.1-137. 2) Ibid.. 110.1-3.
3) For an e tym olog ica l  s tudy  of  th e  root,  see  R.L. Turner, A Comparative D ictionary  of
the  Indo-Aryan Languages, pp.322-23.
4) G, Bachelard, The Psychoanalysis  o f  F i r e , p.7, c i t e d  in Knipe, In th e  Image of Fire: 
Vedic Experiences o f  Heat, p.47.
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e s s e n t i a l  but v io le n t ly  u n p red ic ta b le  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  l i f e ,  and secondly, and perhaps 
more im portan tly , from the  common b e l i e f  t h a t  f i r e  lay in h e re n t  in  o b jec ts  being 
brought fo r th  by some form of  f r i c t i o n  o r  kindling.
The phenomenon of hea t  e x h ib i ts ,  i f  anything, th e se  q u a l i t i e s  in even g r e a te r
degree, fo r  i t  i s  so obviously  yet m yste rious ly  linked to  l i f e  and the  lo s s  of l i fe ,
to  c re a t io n  and d e s t ru c t io n .  As David Knlpe p u ts  i t :
Not 'where th e r e  i s  smoke th e r e  i s  f i r e '  but where th e r e  i s  f i r e  th e r e  i s  heat 
-  a prim al energy, i r r e d u c ib le  power, being, l i f e .  A sa c re d  c o n tra c t  p e r t a in s  
where man can g e n e ra te  from th e  hea t  of f r i c t i o n  the  f i r e  which in tu rn  lends 
i t s  hea t  fo r  human p rocrea tion ;  man feeds  f i r e ,  and th e  f i r e  n o u r ish e s  man 
with l ig h t  and warmth. Heat i s  l im i t le s s ,  mobile, bound to  no 'space '.  I t  e n te r s  
or d e p a r t s  from space (the human body, the  a i r ,  the  u n iv e rse )  l ik e  b rea th ,  and 
l i f e ,  not su b je c t  to  th e  w ill,  accompanies (sic). Heat, l ik e  f i r e ,  combines the  
q u a l i t i e s  of Rudolf O t to 's  mysterium: m ajestas, tremendum, fascinans.'
F ire  and hea t,  then, can e a s i ly  be perce ived  as  having the  q u a l i ty  of the  d iv ine
about them.
Evidence of th e  m yste rious  a t t r a c t i o n  th a t  hea t  and f i r e  ex e rc ise d  over the  
mind of anc ien t Indian man ex tends  back to  the  e a r l i e s t  t im es  of th e  Rg Veda, and 
even be fo re  in to  In d o -I ra n ia n  t i m e s . F r o m  e a r ly  on th e  phenomena o f  f i r e  and hea t  
(more e s p e c ia l ly  heat) ,  a re  c i te d  in  a wide range of co n tex ts .  For in s tance , a t  the  
n a t u r a l i s t i c  l e v e l  th e  he a t  of th e  a tm osphere which g e n e ra te s  r a i n f a l l  i s  r e f e r r e d  
to  by the  term  tapas, a s  i s  the  warmth t h a t  i s  n ecessa ry  to  b r in g  f e r t i l i t y  to  the  
f ie ld s ,  and to  r ip e n  the  se ed s  and crops o f  th e  ea rth .  In th e s e  in s tan ces ,  hea t  i s  
p a r t  o f  th e  fecund ity  o f  n a tu re  which i s  o f te n  viewed in  term s of an u n p red ic tab le  
and promiscuous se x u a l  fo rce  t h a t  g e n e ra te s  a l l  l i f e .  S t i l l  in th e  world o f  the  
organic, h e a t  i s  a s so c ia te d  with the  b e g e t t in g  o f  progeny amongst a l l  c r e a tu re s .  
Amongst humans, tapas  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  hea t  o f  passion, d e s i r e  and 
sex u a l  con tac t .  Tapas a ls o  r e f e r s  to  o th e r  in s ta n c e s  where th e  body m an ife s ts  heat, 
such a s  sw eating , e x e r t io n ,  rage, jea lousy , envy, misery, fev e r  and d ig e s t io n .3
1) D.M. Knipe, op .c it . .  p.49.
2) Ibid.. p. 111; Keith, o p .c i t . . v o l . l ,  p.300.
3) See C. B lair , Heat in th e  Rig Veda and Atharva Veda, pp.4-9; W.O. Kaelber, 'Tapas, 
Birth  and S p i r i t u a l  R eb irth  in  th e  Veda', H istory  of Relig ions, vol. 15 (1976), 
pp.377-7Q; Knipe, op .c it . .  p. 102.
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Obviously, too, in th e  n a tu r a l  world hea t  i s  a phenomenon which i s  both  c re a t iv e  
and d e s t r u c t iv e .  Much a s  i t  may be v i t a l  to  l i f e ,  i t s  e f f e c t  i s  ambivalent.
The importance and im press iveness  of hea t  in th e  n a tu r a l  world was such 
th a t  i t  was but a n a tu r a l  p rocess  fo r  e a r ly  Indian man to  ex tend  the  concept to  
the  mythology and r i t u a l  th rough  which he a ttem pted  to  unders tand  the  world 
around him. Thus, though th e re  i s  no one un if ied  cosmogonic myth in the  Vedic 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  i s  almost in v a r iab ly  tapas  which p rov ides  th e  c re a t iv e  and 
e n e rg is in g  element in them. For in s tance ,  in the  datapaths Brahmapa i t  i s  
re la te d :
Verily, in th e  beginning t h i s  (un iverse)  was water, no th ing  but a sea  of 
water. The w a te rs  des ired ,  'How can we be reproduced? ' They to i l e d  and 
became heated; when they  were becoming heated , a golden egg was produced. 
The year, indeed, was not then  in  ex is tence :  t h i s  golden egg f lo a te d  about 
fo r  a s  long a s  th e  space o f  a year, In a y e a r 's  t im e a man, t h i s  
P ra ja p a t i ,  was produced therefrom ; ...
Thereupon P r a ja p a t i  c re a te d  e a r th ,  a tm osphere and heaven; and 'Desirous of
o f fsp r in g ,  he went on s in g in g  p r a i s e s  and to i l in g .  He l a id  the  power of
rep ro d u c tio n  in to  h i s  own s e l f .  By (the b rea th  o f)  h is  mouth he c re a te d  the
gods: . . .n P r a ja p a t i  then  c re a te d  th e  r e s t  of th e  un iverse .
In o th e r  Vedic c re a t io n  myths too, a s  Deussen no tes ,  ' th e  c r e a to r  of the  
u n ive rse  p repared  h im se lf  fo r  h i s  work by the  p ra c t ic e  o f  tapas.'-- In ano ther  
long c re a t io n  myth in the  gatapatha Brahmapa, i t  i s  d escr ibed  how P r a ja p a t i  
f i r s t  came in to  being from the  n o n -e x is te n t .  And 'Now t h i s  Person P r a ja p a t i  
des ired ,  "May I be more (than one), may I be reproduced!" He to i le d ,  he p ra c t i s e d  
a u s te r i t y .  Being worn out with t o i l  and a u s te r i t y ,  he c re a te d  f i r s t  of a l l  th e  
Brahman (neut,), th e  t r i p l e  sc ience . '  Then 'he (again) p r a c t i s e d  a u s t e r i t y '  and 
g e n e ra te d  the  prim al w aters ;  and 'He des ired ,  "May I be reproduced  from th e se  
waters!" He e n te re d  th e  w a te rs  with th a t  t r i p l e  sc ience. Thence an egg a ro se . '
1) gatapatha Brahmapa, XI, 1,6,1-11, t r a n s l a t e d  by J. Eggelling , (^atapatha- 
Brahmana. vol.5, pp. 12-14,
2) P. Deussen, The Philosophy of th e  Upanisads. p.66.
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P r a ja p a t i  aga in  d e s i re d  th a t  i t  should multiply: "May i t  become more than one, 
may i t  reproduce  i t s e l f ! "  And so 'He to i le d  and p r a c t i s e d  a u s te r i t y ;  and worn out 
with t o i l  and a u s t e r i t y '  he hatched  th e  egg and brought about th e  b i r th  of the  
m a te r ia l  e a r th .  D esiring  th e  e a r th  to  reproduce and m ultip ly , P r a ja p a t i  'en te red  
in to  union with the  E arth ',  from whence an egg a ro se  producing wind and a ir .  
Successively , in t h i s  fash ion , he gen e ra ted  the  sun, th e  sky, th e  moon, the  s t a r s  
and th e  q u a r t e r s .  A f te r  c re a t in g  the  worlds, he d e s ire d  to  g e n e ra te  c re a tu re s .  
And so 'By h is  Mind (manas) he e n te re d  in to  union w ith  Speech ( vac): he became 
p regnant w ith  e ig h t  drops. They were c re a te d  as th o se  e ig h t  Vasus.' Becoming 
rep e a te d ly  p regnant in t h i s  fash ion , P r a ja p a t i  f i r s t  gave b i r t h  to  a l l  th e  gods, 
and then  a l l  o the r  c re a tu r e s . '1
In th e s e  myths, i t  needs to  be noted, tapas  r e f e r s  f i r s t l y  to  the  d i sc ip l in e  
by which th e  w a te rs ,  and then  P ra ja p a t i ,  d e l ib e ra te ly  hea t  them selves up to  a 
s t a t e  of c r e a t iv i ty ,  and secondly to  the  c r e a t iv e  power, o r  perhaps energy, th a t  
i s  so produced. Thus tapas  r e f e r s  to  both the  techn ique  and th e  r e s u l t .  I t  
should a lso  be apparen t how th e  models of hea t  a t  work in  the  n a tu r a l  world 
have been t ra n sp o sed  to  the  myths fo r  we su ccess iv e ly  f ind  ideas  of d es ire ,  
symbolic se x u a l  union (heat in dark w aters ,  the  k ind ling  p rocess), b io lo g ica l  
b i r th ,  th e  g e n e ra t io n  and brooding of eggs,-15 e x p l ic i t  sexua l  union and the 
g en e ra t io n  of embryos,
I t  i s  im portan t  to  n o te  in th e  above th a t  P r a ja p a t i ' s  c r e a t iv e  tapas  does 
not seem to  be a n a tu r a l  a t t r i b u t e  th a t  he can u t i l i s e  a t  w ill.  Instead , j u s t  as  
th e  c re a t io n  o f  f i r e  and hea t  fo r  anc ien t  man req u ired  co n s id e rab le  p h y s ica l
1) gatapatha Brahmapa, 6 .1 .1 .1-1.2.12 t r a n s la t e d  by J. Eggelling , op .c it . .  vo l .3, 
pp .14-3-151.
2) I t  i s  an im portan t m otif  in Hindu cosmogony. As Edgerton no tes , in  c e r t a in  
c o n te x ts  th e  word tapas  'undoubtedly s u g g e s ts  th e  c r e a t iv e  warmth t h a t  i s  
symbolised by th e  brooding o f  a b ird  over i t s  eggs. Notions of the  
development o f  th e  u n ive rse  out of a cosmic egg appear no t in f re q u e n t ly  in 
e a r ly  Hindu cosmogonies, and w ith  i t  i s  c le a r ly  a s so c ia te d  the  b e l ie f  in 
tapas, warmth, as  a fo rce  o f  cosmic evo lu t ion . '  F. Edgerton, The Bhagavad 
G ita ,  p.27; a lso  W intern itz ,  op .c it . .  vo l . l ,  pp.99, 220.
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e f f o r t ,  so even fo r  P r a ja p a t i  th e  g ene ra tion  of h is  c r e a t iv e  h ea t  or tapas  
r eq u ired  hard labour and exert ion . However, the  im p lica tion  followed th a t  o thers ,  
bes ides  P ra ja p a t i ,  who chose to  perform the  hard d i s c ip l in e  could g e n e ra te  the  
mighty power o f  tapas,
Thus we h ea r  in th e  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  the  c re a te d  gods achieved th e i r  
d iv ine  s t a t u s  in the  f i r s t  p lace th rough  tapas ;1 and t h a t  A$taka was only 
capable o f  bearing  th e  mighty Indra  through her tapas.*  And in th e  Rg Veda,
Indra  'h e a ts  h im se lf '  b e fo re  b a t t l e  with Vptra,3 and then  d e fe a t s  the  g re a t  
s e rp e n t  by su rrounding  i t  w ith  h e a t .4
Yet more im portan t i s  the  f a c t  th a t  men, too, could and did c u l t iv a t e  the  
technique o f  tapas, and th u s  they  a p p ro p r ia ted  to  them selves  the  v i t a l  c r e a t iv e  
power of th e  un iverse . Logically  t h i s  made men as  pow erfu l a s  th e  gods, and as 
the  Vedic pe riod  p ro g ressed  men came to  see  them selves  as  even more powerful.® 
By men, though, we should p r in c ip a l ly  unders tand  brahmin p r i e s t s  and p$Js, who 
were to  be the  foremost p r a c t i t i o n e r s  of tapas. For in s tance ,  in th e  beginning 
th e  Kec/as were seen Capagyam) by th e  anc ien t p $ is  'w ith  t h e i r  tapas*.® The p ^ is 7 
a re  sa id  to  be born of tapas (tapoja ) and to  be 'very ho t '  (.tapipfha) l ik e  a 
r i t u a l  v e s s e l  t h a t  Agni h e a ts  and to  r a d i a te  a f ie ry  halo. In the  Atharvaveda  i t  
i s  descr ibed  how th e  devo tiona l  energy of a brahmacarln or r e l ig io u s
1) cf. gatapatha Brahmana 2.5.1,1 'Verily, in th e  beginning, P r a ja p a t i  alone 
e x is te d  here. He thought w ith in  h im self ,  "How can I be propagated?"  He to l le d  
(.gram, ' t o  weary o n e s e l f ' )  and p ra c t i s e d  tap a s  (tapo atapyata, 'hea ted  
h im s e l f ) .  He c re a te d  l iv ing  be ings . '  Eggelling, op .c it . .  vol. 1, p.384.
2) Knipe, op .c it . .  p .116. 3) Keith, op .cit . .  vo l . l ,  p .300.
4) Knipe, op .c it . .  p .110.
5) As Knipe w r i te s :  'Man in  a n c ien t  (and l a t e r )  India  d e s i r e s  to  produce hea t,
and to  reduce  (s ic )  f i r e ,  h im se lf . Hebraic man, fo r  example, sees  Yahweh in 
f i r e  theophan ies  -  in the  burning bush, a  p i l l a r  of f i r e  or tongues of f i r e  
-  and he knows the  f ie ry  w ra th  o f  h is  God, and he u t i l i s e s  a consecra ted  
f i r e  in  p u r i f ic a t i o n  r i t e s ,  e tc .  But he i s  not ap t  to  make homologies between 
the  f i r e  of Yahweh and h im se lf .  So in te n t  i s  Vedic man upon tak ing  up the  
h ea t  of  th e  gods, even th e  h ea t  o f  th e  beginning o f  the  world, as h is  own, 
th a t  e v e n tu a l ly  he does w ithou t the  gods, and he i s  th e  cosmos. He has 
become This All.' Knipe, op .c it . .  pp,90-91.
6) Kaelber, op .c it . .  p.379; Knipe, op .c it . .  p. 112.
7) According to  Gonda th e  term p $ i  may be r e l a t e d  to  L ithuan ian  arSCts, 'v io len t ,  
h ea ted ' and German rasen. J. Gonda, Vision of th e  Vedic P o e ts , p.40.
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s tu d e n t  was such th a t  he could f i l l  h is  guru , h is  a n c e s to rs  and even the  gods 
with tap a s .1 Indeed, th rough  t h e i r  brahmacarya> which r e s t e d  upon tapast th e  
brahmcarin and Vedic a s c e t ic  accumulated sexua l power in them selves  which could 
be d ischarged  to  e f f e c t  r a i n f a l l  and f e r t i l i t y . 3 The tapas  o f  a brahmin was a lso  
considered  capable o f  ru in in g  a king who had wronged him.3 Tapas a lso  became an 
im portan t element in th e  evolving theory  of the  s a c r i f i c e ,  and th e re  a re  
numerous re f e re n c e s  to  the  s a c r i f i c i a l  p r i e s t s  g e n e ra t in g  th e  hea t  of tapas  as 
p a r t  of the  performance. This was o f te n  m an ifes ted  in sw eating  and va rious  
s t a t e s  of hea ted  r e l ig io u s  f e rv o u r .A As well, th e  power of tapas  was employed 
to  d e s tro y  no t j u s t  rak$asas  and o th e r  l i t e r a l  enemies of the  s a c r i f i c e ,  but 
a lso  th e  r i t u a l  enemy of  im purity . Tapas became a prim ary agent fo r  
p u r i f ic a t io n ,s  fo r  hea t,  i t  w i l l  be rec a l le d ,  can d e s tro y  as  re a d i ly  as  c rea te .
Brahmins, though, were not the  only pe rfo rm ers  of tapas  in  th e  Vedic 
l i t e r a t u r e .  Before the  s a c r i f i c e ,  th e  s a c r i f i c e r  (normally a k $ a tr iy a ) had to  
undergo th e  d lk$a  o r  c onsec ra tion  r i t e  in which he was re q u i re d  to  hea t  h im self  
up and so g e n e ra te  th e  a s c e t ic  power o f  tapas  through v a r io u s  r i t u a l i s e d  forms 
of s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t i o n  such as observ ing  s i lence ,  f a s t in g ,  se c lu s ion , growing the 
ha ir ,  beard and n a i l s ,  and c h a s t i ty .  This was a n e c es sa ry  p re p a ra t io n  fo r  the  
s a c r i f l e e r ' s  p u r i f ic a t io n  and s p i r i t u a l  r e b i r t h  from th e  s a c r i f i c e  i t s e l f . s  The 
dTk$a r i t e ,  as Kaelber dem onstra tes ,  was modelled on th e  b io lo g ica l  p rocess  of 
b ir th .
As f a i t h  in  the  s a c r i f i c e  reached fo r  th e  he ig h ts ,  confidence in the  
p r i e s t l y  power o f  tapas  new no l im its .  For in s tance , th e  d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  
Agnicayana s a c r i f i c e  in  the  £atapatha Brahmapa, which was in c re as in g ly  th e  most 
ex a l ted  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e s ,  was p refaced  with a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the  c re a t io n  of
1> Knipe, op .c it . .  pp.96-97,
2) J. Gonda, Change and Continuity , p.296.
3) Keith, o p .c i t . . v o l . l ,  p.300.
4) Knipe, op .c it . .  p.97. 5) Kaelber, op .c it . .  p.381.
6) See ib id .. pp.343-76; and Keith, op .c it . .  v o l . l ,  pp.300-303.
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th e  u n iv e rse  which beg ins  th a t  in  th e  beginning th e re  was j u s t  th e  n o n -e x is te n t .  
Then P r a ja p a t i  -  h e re  th e  m ythical p e rs o n i f ic a t io n  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e  -  was 
g en e ra ted  th rough  the  tapas  of th e  p $ is  or s e e r s ,  who a re  equa ted  with  t h i s  
n o n -e x is te n t .  P r a ja p a t i  then  g e n e ra te d  a l l  r e a l i t y  (i.e. th e  u n iv e rse )  by h is  
performance of tapas , 1
Though f a i t h  in th e  ph y s ic a l  performance of  th e  s a c r i f i c e  had dec lined  by 
the  l/pani$ads, f a i t h  in th e  power t h a t  tapas  bestowed on men continued  to  grow. 
In the  e a r l i e r  Upani$ads, I n t e r e s t  in th e  m ental perform ance of s a c r i f i c e s  
remained, fo r  i t  was considered  th a t  knowledge of th e  m ystic  and e s o te r i c  
s ig n i f ic a n c e  of the  r i t u a l  was in i t s e l f  as  e f f e c t i v e  a s  th e  phys ica l  
performance. But tapas  remained as  im portan t to  the  m enta l s a c r i f i c e  as i t  had 
been to  th e  ph y s ic a l  fo r  i t  was n e c es sa ry  fo r  the  sage  to  h e a t  h im se lf  up with 
m ed i ta t iv e  and m enta l e f f o r t . 11' However, the  r e a l  knowledge th e  Upani?adic sages  
sought was not t h a t  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e  but t h a t  of th e  u l t im a te  ground of 
e x is tence ,  and th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  of the  in d iv id u a l  to  i t .  In t h i s  search  the  
Upani$adic p o s i t io n  reg a rd in g  tapas  was not c o n s is te n t .  For some, knowledge 
a lone  m at te re d  and tapas  was conside red  of no e f f e c t .  For o th e r s ,  th e  power of 
tapas  was accepted, but compared to  knowledge was d ep reca ted  a s  an in fe r io r ,  
secondary  way to  r e a l i s a t i o n  o f  th e  A bsolute or Brahman. For ye t  o th e r s  th e  
p ra c t ic e  o f  tapas  was considered  q u i te  in d isp en sab le  to  the  a t ta in m e n t  o f  such 
knowledge.3 As the  M aitr l Upani$ad put i t :  ' I f  one does not p r a c t ic e  a u s t e r i t y  
(tapas), t h e r e  i s  no su c ce s s  in th e  knowledge of th e  Soul ( atman), nor 
p e r fe c t io n  of works.1'*
Whatever th e  d i f f e re n c e s  o f  opinion, th e  theo ry  and p r a c t ic e  of tapas  a re
1> Qatapatha Brahmapa, 6.1.1.1-4-, Eggelling, op .c it . .  vol.3, pp .143-4.
2) See Kaelber, op .c it . .  pp.379-80; and F. Edgerton, 'The Upanl?ads: What Do They
Seek, and Why?', Jo u rn a l  o f  th e  American O r ien ta l  Society , vo l.49 (1929), 
pp.97-121.
3> A.S, Geden, 'Ascetism (Hindu)', in  H astings  (ed.), op .c it . .  vo l .2, pp.88-89.
4) M altri Upanigad, 4.3, c i t e d  in R. Hume, op.cit . .  p,421.
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given wide re c o g n i t io n  in the  Upani$ads, and t h i s  was p a r t  of a  ge n e ra l  p a t te rn .  
Though th e  Vedic t r a d i t i o n  had always given an im portan t  p o s i t io n  to  tapas , 
o u ts id e  of  i t s  bounds tapas  producing a s c e t ic  p r a c t ic e s  had f lo u r ish e d  amongst 
he te rodox  c i r c le s .  Over th e  c e n tu r ie s  t h e i r  s t r e n g th  and in f lu en ce  was to  
t o t a l l y  t ran sfo rm  th e  orthodox t r a d i t io n .  An im portan t a d a p ta t io n  ev iden t as 
e a r ly  a s  th e  Upanigads was th e  theory  of the  aframas, th e  fo u r  s ta g e s  of l i f e .  
With the  form al accep tance  in to  th e  orthodox t r a d i t i o n  of  the  l i f e  o f  the  
a n c h o ri te  in the  f o r e s t  <vanaprastha ) and the  renouncer  Csainnyasin), in theory  
asce t ism  and tapas  became o b l iga to ry ,  a t  l e a s t  in th e  l a t e r  years , fo r  a l l  
tw ice-born .
In the  Mahabharata th e re  a re  few concepts  more im portan t  than  th a t  of 
tapas, B e l ie f  in tapas  a s  a power capable  of c o n tro l l in g  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  was 
perhaps a t  i t s  h e ig h t  du r ing  th e  Epic period. There a re  innumerable re fe re n c e s  
th roughout th e  Mahabharata to  a god, or th e  gods ge n e ra l ly ,  having p ra c t i s e d  
tapas. Perhaps th e  forem ost d iv ine  perform er o f  tapas  was th e  g re a t  God 9 iva - 
When Brahma and th e  gods, oppressed  by th e  might o f  Vptra, approached 9 iva on 
Mount Mandara, so g r e a t  was h is  inner  hea t  th a t  they  'beheld  a mass of  f ie ry  
energy as  r a d ia n t  a s  m il l io n s  of s u n s . '1 The g r e a t - s p i r i t e d  Vi?nu performed 
tapas (tapastaptaip ) on th e  Himavat Mountains fo r  the  sake of a son 
<p u tr a r th e >.2 The pow erfu l P r a ja p a t i  c rea ted  a l l  t h i s  u n iv e rse  w ith  tapas.3 I t  
was th rough  tapas , too, t h a t  th e  gods a t t a in e d  t h e i r  e x a l te d  p o s i t io n . '1 Formerly 
on th e  n o r th e rn  s id e  of the  Himavat Mountains, the  gods and th e  Lord of 
C rea tu res ,  p u r i f ie d  w ith  s a c r i f i c e s  and tapas, reached th e  world of Brahma.-5 At 
the  t i r th a  of  Phalaklvana the  gods performed abundant tapas  <tapagcaranti  
vipulaip) fo r  many thousands  of y e a rs .5 The god T v a ^ r  c re a te d
1) Apasyahstejasaip ra^irp su ryakotisam aprabham // Dronaparvan, 69.57. 
2> 9an tipa rvan , 314.7.
3> Ibid.. 155.2. 4) Ibid.. 155.12.
5) Ibid.. 185.20. 6) Aranyakaparvan, 81.72.
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th e  demon Vptra by f i r s t  perform ing  tapas ( tapas tap tva )  fo r  many hundreds of 
y e a r s .1 To Yudhi $^hira, the  sage Narada explained t h a t  Yama's m agnificent Divine 
Hall had been fash ioned  by th e  c e l e s t i a l  a rc h i te c t  Vigvakarman a f t e r  performing 
tapas  fo r  a long time (dlrghakalaip ta p a s ta p tv a ,>.*
As we have seen, demons and even rak$asas  f re q u e n t ly  p r a c t i s e  tapas, and 
normally with more s p e c ta c u la r  r e s u l t s  fo r  t h e i r  m otives a re  in v ar iab ly  
d e s t ru c t iv e .  However, th e  main p r a c t i t io n e r s  of tapas  in  th e  Mahabharata tu rn  
out to  be m orta ls ,  most no tab ly  th e  g re a t  p $ ls t munis and tapasvins, who fo rev e r  
parade th rough  th e  t e x t .  These a s c e t ic s  -  or p $ is  a s  we s h a l l  r e f e r  to  them -  
play an in t im a te  p a r t  in the  a f f a i r s  of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  a ro le  which i s  
th roughout based on th e  power o f  t h e i r  inner  heat o r  tapas , The power o f  t h e i r  
tapas  i s  such th a t  they  can change the  course  o f  e v e n ts  a t  w i l l  and lord  i t  
over a l l  c r e a tu r e s  w ith in  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Only th e  g r e a t  Gods, who in t h e i r  
t ra n sc en d a n t  form a re  beyond th e  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  remain o u ts id e  t h e i r  sway. Before 
cons ide r ing  the  a c t i v i t i e s  the  r $ i s  undertake, i t  i s  ne c essa ry  to  a p p re c ia te  the  
p o s i t io n  they a re  perce ived  to  occupy in  the  t r ip le -w o r ld .
Here we must r e c a l l  t h a t  in th e  Epic cosmogonic myths, Brahma s p e c i f ic a l ly  
c r e a te s  a s e le c t  group o f  r ? i s  who a re  then e n t r u s te d  with th e  ta s k  of 
b e g e t t in g  o f f s p r in g  and thereby  p ropaga ting  the  c re a t io n .  For t h i s  reason  the  
t e x t  normally r e f e r s  to  them a s  P r a ja p a t i s  or Lords o f  C rea tu res ,  The 
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  which p laces  them above a l l  o th e r  c r e a tu r e s  in th e  c re a t io n  
including  gods and demons, i s  an onerous task . Their  purpose i s  not so much to  
c re a te  th e  m a te r ia l  world -  fo r  t h i s  i s  invar iab ly  undertaken  by Brahma b efo re  
t h e i r  c re a t io n  -  but to  i n s t i l  i t  with l i f e .  Taking over  Brahma's c r e a t iv e  ro le  
they  become the  c r e a to r s  o f  a l l  l iv in g  be ings g iv ing  b i r t h  to  gods, demons, 
rak$asas, o th e r  and munis, men, b irds , animals, f is h e s ,  t r e e s ,  p la n ts  and so
on. I t  i s  i n s t r u c t iv e  to  r e c a l l  th a t  in th e  MahSbharata v e rs ion  of th e  g r e a t
1) Dropaparvan, 69.54. 2) Sabhaparvan, 8 .31-32.
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flood, Manu tak e s  in to  h i s  ark  th e  seeds  o f  a l l  l iv in g  c re a tu r e s ,  and the  Seven 
R$is. They a lone  su rv iv e  th e  cataclysm  whereupon they  p ro p ag a te  a new 
c re a t io n ,1 The r o le  o f  th e  p $ is  a s  c r e a to r s  o f  a l l  be ings  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  
prominent in th e  Epics, but i t  a ls o  appears  in the  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e ,  and in the  
Vedic sam hltas  them selves. For in s tance ,  s e v e ra l  t im es in the  Atharvaveda , the  
Seven R?is a re  r e f e r r e d  to  as  bhutakpts  o r  'makers o f  be ing ';2 and, a s  we have 
seen, in one Brahmapa p a ssage  th e  p ? is  a re  even sa id  to  have brought P r a ja p a t i  
in to  being through  t h e i r  tapas .
There i s  no f u l l  agreement in the  Mahabharata on who e x a c t ly  Brahma's 
mind-born sons are , a l though  in v ar iab ly  one o f  two w e l l-d e f in e d  l i s t s  of the  
Seven R?is i s  given. The f i r s t  l i s t  comprises Vigvamitra, Jamadagnl, Bharadvaja, 
Gotama (or Gautama), A tri,  V asi?tha , and Kaqyapa, and i s  well-known in th e  Vedic 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in the  s u tr a s  which normally append Agastya as  well, 
term ing him th e  'e ig h th '  p$i. The second l i s t ,  c o n s is t in g  o f  Marlci, A tri,
Angiras, P u lastya , Pulaha, Kratu, and Vasi$tha, f i r s t  becomes prominent in the  
Epics b e fo re  predom inating  in th e  Purapas
While th e  Seven R$is -  whichever l i s t  i s  g iven -  a re  normally th e  producers  
of a l l  forms o f  l i f e ,  n e v e r th e le s s  very p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  i s  g iven to  t h e i r  
ro le  a s  th e  p ro g e n i to rs  of  the  v a r io u s  r a c e s  of mankind. In terras of Indian 
so c ia l  o rg a n is a t io n  th e s e  p $ is  a re  of s p e c ia l  im portance fo r  they  a re  considered  
to  be the  founders  of th e  main g o t r a s  or a n c e s t r a l  l in e a g e s  o f  the  Aryan 
people. T h e o re t ic a l ly ,  a t  l e a s t ,  a l l  t r u e  Aryans should be ab le  t o  t r a c e  t h e i r  
l in e  of descen t  to  one o f  th e s e  p$is. The go tra  system  has  been well analysed  
by P ro fe sso r  John Brough, and we need not e n te r  in to  i t s  cons ide rab le  
com plex it ies  h e re .4 S u f f ic e  i t  to  say th a t ,  according to  Brough, the  o r ig in s  of
1) Araoyakaparvan, 185.
2) J.E. M itchiner, T ra d i t io n s  o f  th e  Seven Rsis. pp.295-6 . 3) Ibid.. pp,3-78.
4) See J. Brough, 'The Early  H is to ry  o f  th e  G otras ',  J o u rn a l  o f  th e  Royal A s ia t ic
Society. 1946, pp.32-45, and 1947, pp.76-90; and J. Brough, The Early 
Brahmanical System of Gotra and Pravara. p p .x i-x v i i i ,  and pp. 1-51.
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th e  g o tra  system, f i r s t  s y s te m a t ic a l ly  l i s t e d  in the  Sutra  l i t e r a t u r e ,  may be 
t ra c ed  back to  th e  'hym n-fam ilies ' o f  th e  Rg Veda who re p u te d ly  composed or 
'saw' the  Vedic hymns, a lthough  they  form a clan r a th e r  than a family in the  
narrow er sense . Brough then  ex p la in s  t h a t  among th e  brahmins, as  well as  many 
o th e r  c a s te s  in Hindu so c ie ty ,  m arriage  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  in  th r e e  ways: a man may 
not marry o u ts id e  h is  J a t i  or 'c a s te ' ;  a man may not marry h i s  sapipgtes, or 
those  who sh a re  with him in th e  fu n e ra l  ob la t io n  to  a common ances to r;  and a 
man must marry o u ts id e  h is  g o tra  or 'c lan '.  The g o tra  i s  defined  'a s  an 
exogamous p a t r i l i n e a l  s ib sh ip ,  whose members t r a c e  t h e i r  descen t back to  a 
common a n c e s to r ' , 1 th a t  is ,  one o f  the  o r ig in a l  p$is. Whether th e s e  p r im ord ia l  
p$ ls  a re  based on h i s t o r i c a l  fac t ,  and whether they r e a l ly  a re  the  a n c e s to rs  of 
th e  f am il ie s  who claim descent from them, i s  bes ide  th e  poin t;  because a d i re c t  
l in e  of descen t i s  perceived, then m arriage  i s  fo rb idden .3"
The f in e r  d e t a i l s  of the  g o tra  system  a re  o u t l in e d  p r in c ip a l ly  in the  ^rauta 
Sutra  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and th e  Mahabharata i t s e l f  has l i t t l e  to  c o n tr ib u te ;  a lthough 
some myths do lay s p e c ia l  emphasis on the  p $ is  as not j u s t  th e  c re a to r s  of a l l  
c re a tu re s ,  but a s  th e  p ro g e n i to rs  o f  the  va rious  r a c e s  of mankind.3 However, in 
any c o n s id e ra t io n  of th e  p o s i t io n  of the  p $ is  in th e  Epic, g o tra  i s  in ev i ta b ly  
an im portan t f a c to r  fo r  th e  brahmin re d a c to r s  of th e  Mahabharata would a l l  have 
claimed descen t from one anc ien t  p $ i  or another. In o th e r  words, th e  rem arkable 
degree  o f  a t t e n t i o n  th a t  i s  devoted to  th e  doings of th e s e  p r im ord ia l  p$ is  
sp r in g s  from the  d e s i r e  o f  brahmin a u th o rs  to  g lo r i fy  and e x a l t  the  importance 
o f  t h e i r  p?i) and by im p lica tion  to  magnify th e  p o s i t io n  o f  t h e i r  own family 
lineage. For in s tance ,  V.S. Sukthankar, the  e d i to r  of th e  C r i t i c a l  Edition  of the
1) Brough, The Early Brahmanlcal System ... op .c it . .  p .2.
2) A complicated s i t u a t i o n  i s  made even more complicated by th e  f u r th e r  
requ irem en t t h a t  a man may not marry a woman who has  th e  same pravara  as 
h im self , a pravara  being a l i s t  of names of  somewhat l a t e r  p $ is  who a re  a lso  
be lieved  to  be anc ien t  a n c e s to r s  or founders of  th e  family, Ibid.. pp.2-3.
3) e.g. Anu^asanaparvan, 85.1-43.
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Mahabharata, has noted  th a t  a d isp ro p o r t io n a te  amount of a t t e n t i o n  i s  given to  
the  e x p lo i t s  o f  th e  a n c e s t r a l  r e p r e s e n ta t i v e s  of th e  Bhfgu o r  Bhargava p r i e s t l y  
clan or g o tra :
Taking a c o l le c t iv e  view of th e  Bhargava r e f e r e n c e s  in th e  Great Epic, we 
cannot avoid the  conclusion th a t  th e  Bhargava h e ro e s  occupy a 
s u rp r i s in g ly  la rg e  p o r t io n  of th e  canvas -  which i s  sa id  to  dep ic t  the  
B hara ta  War -  f i l l i n g  up as  they  do much of th e  a v a i la b le  space o f  the  
background. ... The f ig u r e s  of the  Bhargavas have a ls o  been magnified to  
c o lo s s a l  p roport ions ,  pa in ted  with a th ick  brush and in v iv id  colours.
Their  myths and legends a re  uniformly d i s t r ib u t e d  over th e  e n t i r e  ex ten t  
of th e  Great Epic with th e  exception  of some s h o r t  and u n in te r e s t in g  
parvans . 1
Sukthankar was led to  conclude t h a t  th e  o r ig in a l  w a r r io r  ep ic  had been sub jec ted  
to  a thoroughgoing r e v is io n  a t  th e  hands o f  brahmin r e d a c to r s  from the  Bhargava 
clan of p r i e s t  s.
While th e  Bhpgus may perhaps be an extreme case  in  the  Mahabharata, th e  
o th e r  p r in c ip a l  p $ is  too  a re  so h ighly  lauded by t h e i r  descendan ts  th a t  the  p $ ls  
a re  undoubtedly  the  forem ost be ings  in th e  Epic t r ip le - w o r ld  (mortal though 
th e i r  o r ig in s  may be)3 w ith  th e  power to  In fluence  th e  cou rse  o f  ev e n ts  a t  will. 
The b a s is  o f  t h e i r  power th roughou t  i s  th a t  of inner  he a t  o r  tapas. Examples of 
the  g r e a t  power of  th e  p $ is  in  th e  Mahabharata a re  so numerous, t h a t  they 
could e a s i ly  f i l l  a volume of t h e i r  own. Our a n a ly s is  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i ly  be much 
b r ie fe r .
To begin with, a t  one poin t th e  $antiparvan  makes an im portan t  d i s t in c t io n  
amongst th e  p $ i s  which would seem to  be g e n e ra l ly  borne ou t in the  te x t .  A fter  
exp la in ing  to  th e  gods t h e i r  d u t ie s ,  Vi$pu r e l a t e s  how he had c re a te d  the  p $ is  
Marlci, Ahgiras, A tri,  P u lastya , Pulaha, Kratu and V as i^ tha  to  follow th e  Relig ion
1) V.S. Sukthankar, 'The Bhpgus and th e  Bharata: a T e x t -H is to r ic a l  Study,' Annals 
of th e  Bhandarkar O r ien ta l  Research I n s t i t u t e ,  vol.18, p.67.
2) Ibid.. pp.67-76 . For an a n a ly s is  o f  the  Bhargava cycle  o f  myths see  R.P. 
Goldman, Gods, P r i e s t s  and W arriors: The Bhrgus of th e  M ahabhara ta .
3) Note t h a t  when th e  God Vi^vakarman gave th e  e a r th  away to  Kaq:yapa a s  a 
s a c r i f i c i a l  fee, the  Goddess E a r th  fu r io u s ly  complained th a t  she could not be 
g iven away to  a m orta l (Na maiji martSya bhagavankasm aiciddatum arhasi/) . See 
Arapyakaparvan, 114.17-20.
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of Action (pravpttidharm ipas), to  be the  foremost of  th o se  conversant with the  
Vedas, and to  teach  th e  Vedas. S im ilar ly , th e  p $ is  Sana, S a n a ts u ja ta ,  Sanaka, 
Sasanandana, Sanatkumara, Kapila, and Sana tana  were c re a te d  to  follow the  
Religion of Renunciation <nivpttarp dharmamasthitaty  to  be th e  forem ost knowers 
of Yoga and Saipkhya philosophy, and to  teach  the  s c r i p tu r e s  on l ib e r a t io n  
(mokpagastre) .1
Now, while occas iona l ly  a n i v p t t i  p§ i  such as S a n a ts u ja ta  and Sanatkumara 
do make a b r i e f  appearance  in orthodox so c ie ty  to  d e l iv e r  some learned
d isco u rse  on mok$a, we hear much more of th e  p r a v p t t i  p ? is . We will,  however,
hear  more of th e  views of th e  n i v p t t i  p $ is  in the  next s e c t io n  fo r  t h e i r
concern was not w ith  the  t h i s  worldly, heaven cen tred  concerns of p ra v p tt i ,  but
with l ib e r a t io n  (mokga') from the  f e t t e r s  of phenomenal e x is te n c e  through 
knowledge, fo r  which th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l  powers o f  tapas  were a t  b es t  a 
d i s t r a c t io n .
When they  a re  not s a id  to  be in  Heaven, the  p r in c ip a l  p o s i t io n  the  p r a v p t t i  
p $ is  seem to  occupy in orthodox s o c ie ty  i s  t h a t  of th e  vanaprastha  or f o re s t  
dweller. For th e  most p a r t  th e  Epic p $ is  a re  not lonely  w anderers  or  saipnyasins, 
but r e s id e n t s  of agramas which a re  to  be found in the  deep f o re s t ,  on the  banks 
of holy r i v e r s  or on d i s t a n t  mountains, e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Himalayas, where they  may 
r e s id e  w ith  o th e r  p$is, or w ith  t h e i r  wives or even t h e i r  c h i ld ren .2 There, too, 
they  a re  f re q u e n t ly  descr ibed  as  s tudy ing  and r e c i t i n g  th e  Vedas, and as 
performing the  r e q u i re d  Vedic s a c r i f i c e s ,  e sp e c ia l ly  th e  d a i ly  f i r e s ,  and o th e r  
orthodox r i t u a l  obse rvances .3 As re q u ire d  in the  orthodox t e x t s ,  they do t h e i r  
b e s t  to  p r a c t i s e  se x u a l  abs tinence ,  to  e a t  only the  f r u i t s  and ro o ts  o f  th e  
f o re s t ,  to  only wear bark, d e e rsk in s  and o th e r  f o r e s t  p roducts ,  and to  be
1) See t jan tiparvan , 327.61-66.
2) e.g. Arapyakaparvan, 61.57-61; 81.114-115; 94.1; 98.12-17; 110.1-6; 126.5-26; 
135.12-15; 145.16-30; 155.89; 190.49; $alyaparvan, 40.1-2.
3> Arapyakaparvan, 100.1-16; 122.27; 126.5-26; 135.12-15; 145.23-30; 287.4-5; 
<Jalyaparvan, 35.12; 35.22; 50.39-49.
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v ir tu o u s ,  n o n -v io le n t  and d isc ip l in e d  in behaviour, and they  a lso  ac t  as te a c h e rs  
o r  gurus  w ith  one o r  more s tu d e n t s .1 Their p r in c ip a l  p reoccupation  i s  the  
p r a c t ic e  of  tapas  a s  a way of  overcoming d e s ire ,  a ttachm en t and a l l  f a l s e  
conceptions  o f  s e l f ,  p re p a ra to ry  to  the  a t ta inm en t  of Heaven. All in a l l  t h e i r  
l i f e s t y l e  and purpose a re  f a r  more c o n s is te n t  with th e  orthodox view of the  
vanaprastha  than w ith  th e  orthodox conception of th e  lonely  saipnyasin. By 
c o n tra s t ,  th e  sarpnyasin, having achieved s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  renounces  a l l  remaining 
human con tac t,  po ssess ions ,  and formal r e l ig io u s  observances, and wanders alone 
from p lace to  p lace, f r e e  o f  d e s i re ,  in d i f f e r e n t  to  a l l  worldly  concerns
Including l i f e  and dea th  i t s e l f ,  con tem pla ting  only th e  h ig h e s t  r e a l i t y .  Even the
need to  perform  tapas  i s  no longer necessary ,  fo r  th e  saipnyasin  has a lready  
acquired  th e  end th e  vanaprastha  seeks .12 We sh a l l  see, too, t h a t  our p r a v p t t i  
p ? is  a re  o f te n  rem arkably s h o r t  of s e l f - c o n t r o l  and freedom from d e s ire .  As 
well, they  f re q u e n t ly  i s s u e  fo r th  from t h e i r  agramas to  a t t e n d  to  some worldly
concern o r  problem in every day so c ie ty ,  r a t h e r  in th e  fash ion  of the
p e r ip a te t i c  Vedic s a c r i f i c i a l  s p e c i a l i s t s .
All too o f te n  th e  word tapas  i s  f ree ly ,  but in ac c u ra te ly ,  rendered  as 
a u s t e r i t y  or s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t i o n .  But i t  must always be remembered th a t  th e  
fundamental idea conveyed by the  word is  th a t  o f  th e  inward h e a t in g  of o n e se lf  
through th e  performance of  v a r io u s  r e l ig io u s  and a s c e t i c  p ra c t ic e s .  Such 
p ra c t ic e s  might involve th e  perform ance o f  s a c r i f i c e ,  s tudy  of th e  Vedas and 
o th e r  sacred  l i t e r a t u r e ,  r e l i g io u s  p ilg rim age  and r i t u a l  ba th ing , chanting  of 
hymns and r e c i t a t i o n  o f  sacred  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o f fe r in g  h o s p i t a l i ty ,  m edita tion , th e  
worship of d e i t i e s ,  and so on -  a c t i v i t i e s  which th e  p ? i s  f r e e ly  indulge  in. The 
emphasis i s  not on what i s  done, but the  way in which i t  i s  done. I f  done with
1) Araoyakaparvan, 61.58-60; 145.23-30; 287.4-5; Udyogaparvan, 100.6.
2) P.V. Kane p rov ides  th e  b e s t  account of th e  orthodox requ irem en ts  for the  
vanaprastha  and saipnyasa agramas. P.V. Kane, A H is to ry  of  Dharmaq:astra, v o l . l ,  
pt,2, pp.917-75,
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th e  a p p ro p r ia te  inner  fe rvour, a l l  th e se  p ra c t ic e s  had th e  p o t e n t i a l  fo r  enabling 
th e  perform er to  boost h i s  or her  inner  s to r e  of heat,
On one occasion, fo r  in s tance ,  the  Seven R$is journeyed  to  the  Himalayas in 
search  of food, leav ing  behind t h e i r  wives. But as a t e r r i b l e  drought, l a s t in g  
fo r  12 years , took p lace  th e  p $ is  chose to  r e s id e  in th e  Himalayas, while 
Arundhati, th e  wife of V a s i^ h a ,  devoted h e r s e l f  to  tapas, Qiva became p leased  
with her, and assuming th e  g u ise  o f  a  brahmin he came th e re  begging fo r  
h o s p i ta l i ty ,  So fo r  th e  next 12 y e a rs  Arundhati, w ithou t e a t in g  h e r s e l f ,  cooked 
ju jubes  fo r  th e  g u e s t ,  the  only food she had, a l l  the  tim e l i s t e n in g  to  h is  
sacred  d isc o u rses .  When the  Seven R?is re tu rn e d  a t  the  end o f  th e  drought, £iva 
assumed h is  d iv ine  form and pronounced th a t  the  m erit  o f  A rundha ti’s tapas  in 
perform ing t h i s  ac t  was s u p e r io r  to  th e  tapas  they had acqu ired  in  the  
H im alayas.1 In t h i s  myth, A rundha tl 's  inner  hea t  i s  g e n e ra te d  not so much 
through a u s t e r i t i e s  a s  th rough her  inner fe rvour  and devotion  tow ards the  
d isg u ise d  £iva.
N everthe less , perhaps in the  Mahabharata more so than  most t e x t s  i t  i s  by 
awesome f e a t s  o f  s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t i o n  th a t  th e  inner s to r e  of m yst ica l  h ea t  i s  
most e f f e c t i v e ly  b u i l t  up.* These se v ere  f e a t s  could inc lude  s tan d in g  on one 
leg, keeping th e  arms r a i s e d  above th e  head u n t i l  they  became a tro p h ied  and 
w ithered  (urdhvabahu^t observ ing  th e  f iv e  f i r e s  in summer (pancat apas) by the  
l ig h t in g  o f  fou r  f i r e s  around th e  body with th e  scorch ing  summer sun as  the  
f i f th ,  s ta n d in g  in w a te r  or wet c lo th in g  during  the  w in ter ,  em acia ting  the  body 
with s t e r n  f a s t s ,  and rem aining in th e  open during  th e  ra in y  season .3 But the
1) Qalyaparvan, 47,30-51..
2) The a s c e t i c  p r a c t ic e s  performed a re  in many r e s p e c ts  s im i la r  to  the  
a u s t e r i t i e s  undertaken  by a s c e t i c s  in  va rious  o th e r  t r a d i t i o n s  such as  the  
C h r is t ian  ‘d e s e r t  F a th e r s '  in  Egypt and Syria, and th e  Is lam ic  Sufis .  See 
'Ascetism ' in Hastings, op .c it . .  vo l.2, pp.73-79, 99-105. E liade q u i te  p lau s ib ly  
connects  th e  Indian p§ i  w ith  th e  shaman, a r e l i g io u s  s p e c i a l i s t  who appears  
in many c u l tu re s ,  bu t e s p e c ia l ly  in c e n t r a l  and n o r th  Asia. M. Eliade, 
Shamanism, pp.375-427.
3> For u s e fu l  accounts  of a s c e t i c  p ra c t ic e s ,  see  H.P. Chakraborti,  Ascetism in 
Ancient Ind ia  (Hindu, Buddhist. Jain . A.ilvika a s c e t ic s ) .  pp,138-41;
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a s c e t ic  p r a c t ic e  which r e c e iv e s  th e  most a t t e n t io n  in  the  Mahabharata i s  the  
sub lim ation  of s e x u a l i ty .
The p r a c t ic e  of brahmacarya was o f  g r e a t  importance because of th e  not 
u n n a tu ra l  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  male seed was a po ten t  form of  power.1 Therefore  to  
w aste seed in mere sexua l  p le a s u re  was to  lo se  power, while to  keep ' th e  seed 
drawn upwards' <urdhvaretas) enabled th e  concen tra t ion  o f  he a t  and energy for 
s p i r i t u a l  s a lv a t io n ,2 S e l f -c o n tro l le d ,  with h is  seed drawn up 
(dant anamurdhvaretasam) th e  brahmacarin was sa id  to  be a burn ing  f i r e
<brahmano hyagnirucyate>.3 However, th e  mythology has s e t  a p r e t t y  problem for
our ppis, fo r  i t  w i l l  be r e c a l le d  th a t  in the  cosmogonic myths th e  o r ig in a l  
were ex p re ss ly  c re a te d  by Brahma to  be p r a ja p a t i s  or lo rd s  of c re a t io n  so as  to 
continue  and expand th e  c r e a t iv e  process.
In the  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e ,  where tapas  was as much th e  hea t  of s e x u a l i ty  and 
b io lo g ica l  g e n e ra t io n  as  i t  was the  hea t  of ascetism , th e  p o t e n t i a l  fo r  c o n f l ic t  
was perhaps l e s s  severe . By th e  tim e of  the  Epics, though, th e  pendulum had 
swung more tow ards tapas  a s  th e  h e a t  of ascetism , w ith  a consequent hardening
of th e  c o n tra d ic t io n  between th e  outward c r e a t iv e  and inward s p i r i t u a l
dimensions of tapas,
For th e  p ? l s  th e  c o n tra d ic t io n  m an ife s ts  i t s e l f  in v a r io u s  ways, but is  
e sp e c ia l ly  ev iden t  in t h e i r  m arried  l iv es .  Now most o f  th e  Epic do marry,
though th e  p r in c ip a l  motive i s  to  beget ch ildren , and not to  o b ta in  wives fo r  
t h e i r  own sake or to  enjoy se x u a l  p le a s u re .4 Thus Agastya and J a ra tk a r u  both
M.G. Bhagat, Ancient Indian Ascetism . pp.204-208; J.C. Oman, The Mystics. 
A sce tic s  and S a in ts  of India, pp.7-35; A.S. Geden, 'Ascetism (Hindu)', in 
Hastings, op .c it . .  vo l .2, pp.87-96.
1) A b e l i e f  t h a t  rem ains im portan t.  See G. Morris C a r s ta i r s ,  The Twice-Born, 
pp.77-88,
2) For the  m e r i ts  of brahmacarya compare Anu^asanaparvan, 74.34-37.
3) Ibid.. 74.35-36.
4> Note t h a t  when Lopamudra asks Agastya fo r  a l i t t l e  more romance in t h e i r  
love-making, she p re fa c e s  i t  with the  comment: 'No doubt a husband acq u ires  
a wife fo r  the  sake of ch ild ren . '  <Asaipgayaip prajahetorbharyaip
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take  wives, but only a f t e r  being s p e c i f ic a l ly  re q u e s te d  by t h e i r  Ancestors  to  
con tinue  the  lineage; and J a r a tk a r u  s e t s  cons ide rab le  d i f f i c u l t i e s  to  h is  
compliance and abandons h i s  w ife  only too re a d i ly  a f t e r  th e  seed i s  p la n te d .1 In 
some cases  the  w ife  o f  a supported  her  husband 's  a s c e t i c  h a b i t s  and even 
became an adept a t  ta p a s  h e r s e l f ,  j u s t  as  Arundhati  d id .s  But in o th e r  
in s tan ces ,  the  p o ssess io n  of a w ife  led  to  m a r i ta l  c o n f l ic t  over sex, with the  
p $ l 's  angry lo s s  o f  s e l f - c o n t r o l  e n ta i l in g  a lo ss  of  tapas. For in s tance ,  when 
Jamadagni Bhargava 's  w ife  Repuka saw C it ra ra th a ,  the  king of the  gandharvas  
s p o r t in g  in th e  w a te r  with h i s  wives, she f e l t  a sudden ru sh  of  d e s ire .  But the  
powerful Jamadagni perce ived  he r  s l i g h t  lap se  from w ife ly  c h a s t i ty  and a n g ri ly  
he o rdered  h i s  e ld e s t  th r e e  sons to  k i l l  t h e i r  mother, and cursed  them to  lo se  
t h e i r  minds when they did not. Rama, th e  youngest, heeded h i s  f a t h e r 's  command 
and with  an axe he cut o f f  h i s  m other 's  head. When h is  fu ry  had subsided, 
Jamadagni o f fe re d  h i s  obedien t son boons, whereupon Rama chose t h a t  h is  mother 
be r e s to re d  to  l i f e  and h i s  b ro th e r s  to  norm ality ,3 There was a lso  c o n f l ic t  
between Gautama and h i s  w ife  Ahalya a f t e r  the  l u s t f u l  Indra  had taken  the  form 
of  th e  h im se lf  to  deceive h e r  i n to . s e x u a l  in te rc o u rse .  Gautama i r a t e l y  
cursed th e  king o f  gods to  lo se  h is  linga)A but in a n o th e r  ve rs io n  Gautama 
an g ri ly  o rdered  h i s  son C irak a r in  C slow -doer ')  to  k i l l  h i s  mother, and then went 
to  the  f o r e s t  to  p r a c t i s e  yoga. Once in th e  f o re s t  th e  soon repented , and on 
h u r r ie d ly  r e tu rn in g  was r e l ie v e d  to  f ind  h is  son s t i l l  con tem pla ting  the  
r e s p e c t iv e  o b l ig a t io n s  owed to  h is  f a th e r  and m other.5 In ano the r  myth th e
p a tira v in d a ta / )  Arapyakaparvan, 95.16. Occasionally, however, a i s  sa id  to  
f a l l  in love (e.g. Narada f a l l s  in love with Sukumari of p e e r l e s s  beauty. 
(Jantiparvan, 30.4-22), o r  to  f ind  e r o t i c  p le a su re  w ith  h i s  wife (e.g. §cika 
Bhargava, Arapyakaparvan, 115.18), or more commonly w ith  a female who i s  not 
h is  wife  (e.g. Paragara , Adiparvan, 57.55-66; and Vyasa, Adiparvan, 100.22-26.)
1) For th e  t a l e  o f  J a ra tk a ru ,  Adiparvan, 13.9-34, Adiparvan, 41-43; fo r  th e  t a l e  
of Agastya, Arapyakaparvan, 94.11-15,
2) e.g. Lopamudra, Arapyakaparvan, 95.10-13; Repuka, Arapyakaparvan, 116.3; and 
Sukanya, Arapyakaparvan, 122.26.
3) Arapyakaparvan, 116,7-18.
4) Qantiparvan, 329.14; Anu^asanaparvan, 138.6.
5) Qantiparvan, 258.7-59.
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Seven £i§is abandoned t h e i r  wives on the  mere -  and f a l s e  as  i t  proved -  
susp ic ion  o f  u n fa i th fu ln e s s ,  On t h i s  occasion, F ire  or Agni e sp ied  the  wives of 
the  Seven ? ? i s  a s  they bathed, and a lthough  he f e l l  to  th e  power o f  l u s t  he 
conta ined  h im self ,  fo r  they were the  wives of eminent brahmins. Now Svaha, the  
d augh te r  o f  Dak$a, had h e r s e l f  been in love with Agni, and pe rce iv ing  h is  d e s ire  
she assumed th e  form of  each of the  wives (save th e  f a i t h f u l  Arundhati  whose 
tapas  was too  s t ro n g )  and in t h a t  way s a t i s f i e d  Agni's c rav ing  and her  own.
Svaha c a s t  Agni's seed in to  a lake and th e re  i t  g a th e red  to g e th e r  to  form 
Skanda. However, hea ring  rumours of t h e i r  wives' u n f a i th fu ln e s s  and of th e  b i r th  
of Skanda, th e  p $ is  abandoned th e  s ix  wives, d e s p i te  a s su ra n c e s  from Vi^vamitra 
who had w itn essed  a l l  t h a t  Svaha had done.1 I t  i s  notew orthy, too, th a t  even 
A rundha ti 's  f a i t h f u ln e s s  and devotion  to  tapas  did not save he r  from m a r i ta l  
discord. According to  one myth A rundhati  once doubted her  husband V as i? tha  and 
because of t h a t  she became only a t in y  and not always v i s ib le  s t a r  in th e  sky.
I t  would seem th a t ,  one way or ano ther , brahmacarya was th e  most Important but 
the  most d i f f i c u l t  of a l l  th e  a s c e t ic  p ra c t ic e s .  And, a s  we s h a l l  see, i t  was a 
weak po in t which th e  gods were to  e x p lo i t  when a p $ i 's  amassment o f  f ie ry  
energy th re a te n e d  not j u s t  the  o rd e r  of th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  but th e  d iv ine  
supremacy i t s e l f .
From th e  r e l ig io u s  point of view, th e  r a t io n a le  behind s e l f - t o r t u r e  was to  
conquer d e s i re ,  anger and worldly a t tach m en ts  of a l l  s o r t s ,  to  des tro y  the  f a l s e  
conception o f  a p e rsona l  s e l f  (ahaipkara), and so to  c u l t i v a t e  th e  in n e r -h e a t  and 
energy of th e  body. With the  body completely subdued, a l l  i t s  h ea t  and e n e rg ie s  
could be d i re c te d  inwards, th u s  enab ling  th e  c o n c en tra t io n  o f  th e  mental 
p ro ce sse s  and t h e i r  d i r e c t io n  tow ards s p i r i t u a l  sa lv a t io n .  In some myths the  
p $ is  s ta n d  so s t i l l  and co n cen tra ted  in th e  performance o f  t h e i r  tapas  t h a t  they 
appear to  be inanim ate  o b jec ts  o r  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  su rround ings.  Perhaps the  most
1) Arapyakaparvan, 213.43 -  215.12. 2) Adiparvan, 224.27-29.
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s t r ik in g  examples of t h i s  in the  Mahabharata concern th e  Bhargava s e e r  Cyavana. 
In one myth Cyavana s tood  r ig id ly  s t i l l  fo r  so long perform ing  tapas  t h a t  he 
became an a n t h i l l  covered w ith  c re e p e rs .1 As i f  t h i s  were not enough, in another  
myth Cyavana became d e s iro u s  o f  performing th e  vow of  udavasa, 's ta y in g  in the  
w ater ',  a t  th e  confluence of the  Ganga and Yamuna. A f te r  s ta n d in g  th e re  l ik e  a 
post fo r  a very long tim e he became covered with moss and r iv e r  l i f e ,  and was 
a c c id e n ta l ly  n e t t e d  by a group o f  fishermen.'-2
The e x e r t io n s  and e f f o r t s ,  arduous though they might be, th a t  th e  p $ ls  make 
fo r  r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n  do seem to  pay off ,  fo r  a t  v a r io u s  p o in ts  they a re  sa id  
to  a t t a i n  Heaven.3 However, the  power of tapas  could a s  r e a d i ly  be used fo r  
worldly purposes  as  s p i r i t u a l ,  and in th e  Mahabharata much more a t t e n t io n  i s  
devoted to  th e  former. I t  was w ell  accepted a t  th e  tim e t h a t  the  c u l t iv a t io n  of 
tapas, even i f  pu re ly  fo r  r e l i g io u s  ends, brought with i t  th e  a c q u is i t io n  of 
v a rious  m iraculous powers such as the  power of becoming in v is ib le ,  walking on 
water, f ly in g  th rough th e  a ir ,  remembering prev ious e x is te n c e s ,  read ing  the  
though ts  of o th e rs ,  t e l l i n g  th e  p a s t  and fu tu re ,  and e n te r in g  th e  body of 
another."* Although the  Epic p § i s  e xh ib i t  many of th e s e  powers or siddhls, such 
f e a t s  a re  com paratively  t r i v i a l  when compared to  th e  u ses  t h e i r  amassed tapas  
could be put to. And, in conform ity  with the  t ru e  n a tu re  of  hea t ,  th e  uses, 
whether d i re c te d  a t  the  n a tu r a l  world, or a t  fellow  m o rta ls  o r  c e le s t i a l s ,  could 
be both  c o n s t ru c t iv e  and d e s t ru c t iv e .
From the  myths and d i sc o u rs e s  in the  Epic i t  i s  ev iden t  t h a t  th e  p?is, 
th rough t h e i r  tapas , possessed  th e  power to  c o n tro l  th e  n a tu r a l  p ro cesses  and 
cyc les  of th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  In some myths the  f i r e  of t h e i r  tapas  i s  considered  
so g r e a t  t h a t  the  p ? is  a re  even capable of tak ing  th e  p lace  o f  th e  sun and
1) Arapyakaparvan, 122.1-3.
2) Anu^asanaparvan, 50.1-20. Compare Udyogaparvan, 104-.8-18 where V i^vamitra 
s ta n d s  as  r ig id  as a pos t  fo r  100 y ears  s u b s i s t in g  only on th e  wind.
3) e.g. Anu^asanaparvan, 94-95.
4) See M. Eliade, Yoga: Im m orta lity  and Freedom, pp. 102-3, 135-6; M itchiner, 
o p .c i t . . p .207.
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moon, b ring ing  l ig h t  to  the  t r ip le -w o r ld ,  According to  one myth, r e l a te d  by 
Markapqieya, Agni once went in anger  to  th e  woods to  perform tapas , whereupon 
th e  r ? i  Angiras h im se lf  became Agni, hea tin g  and i l lu m in a t in g  th e  worlds with 
h i s  inner-g low  as  he dwelt in h is  a$rama. Now Agni became 'g r e a t ly  vexed with 
th e  sp lendour of th e  o th e r  a s c e t ic '  and thought to  him self;  'Brahma has brought 
in to  being h e re  ano ther  F ire  God o f  the  worlds, fo r  my f ie r y  s t a t e  has 
d isappeared  while I was p r a c t i s in g  tapas. How s h a l l  I become the  F ire  God 
a g a in ? '1 Then, beholding the  g re a t  muni who was 'glowing l ik e  f i r e  i t s e l f '  he 
approached slowly and f e a r fu l ly ,  but Angiras bade him to  resume h i s  old p o s i t io n  
as  th e  God o f  F ire , d i s p e l le r  of th e  n ight,  and p ro sp e re r  of th e  w orlds.s  In 
s im ila r  fash ion  i t  i s  r e l a t e d  how the  gods and demons once fought, and 
Svarbhanu p ie rced  the  sun and moon with h i s  arrows. Swallowed by the  darkness, 
th e  gods were overcome by th e  pow erful danavas, Then see ing  th e  sage  <vipra ) 
A tri, they pleaded fo r  re sc u e  from t h e i r  fear:  'Become the  Moon; and a lso  become 
th e  Sun, d i s p e l l in g  th e  darkness  and d e s tro y in g  the  demons fo r  u s . '3 Then 
through th e  power of h i s  tapas  <tapasa  svena saipyuge) A tr i  began to  sh ine  
f o r th  (prakagamakarod.>, d i s p e l l in g  the  darkness  o f  the  world, and burning 
(.dahyamanan') th e  g re a t  demons. The gods then s t ru c k  down t h e i r  enem ies .A Often, 
too, th e  he a t  and b r i l l i a n c e  of th e  i s  compared to  th a t  o f  th e  sun or Agni.
When the  p ? i  Vasi?-tha ascended to  the  heavens to  ask th e  Sun fo r  h is  daugh ter  
T a p a tl  fo r  th e  lo v e - s t ru c k  Saipvarapa, he i s  described  a s  h im se lf  having the  
b r i l l i a n c e  o f  th e  sun.-5 And h is  arch  r iv a l  Vigvamitra i s  s a id  to  have performed 
tapas  to  such a degree  th a t  he became l ik e  the  sun w ith  h i s  h e a t .5 Rama 
Jamadagnya i s  a lso  sa id  to  b laze  l ik e  f i r e  (Jvalantamiva
1) Atha saijicintayamasa bhagavanhavyavahanaft/
Anyo a g n ir ih a  lokanatp brahmapa sa ippravartita l} /
Agnitvaip v iprana$tam  h i  tapyam anasya me t a p a h / /  Arapyakaparvan, 207.10,
2) Ibid., 207.6-17. Compare Adiparvan, 114.41 where th e  A tr i  i s  sa id  to  be 
th e  moon or 'he who r i s e s  a s  th e  sun goes down.'
3) ...candrama bhava/ Timiraghnagca s a v i t a  dasyuha caiva no bhava //  Anu^asana
parvan, 141.7. 4) Ibid.. 141.1-11. 5) Adiparvan, 162.10-18..
5> T e jasa  b h a sk a ra k a ro  gadhij&h saraopndyata// Qalyaparvan, 39,26.
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pavakam>.1
In ano the r  myth i t  i s  r e l a t e d  how Kaq:yapa suppo rted  and m aintained the  
func t ion ing  o f  th e  e a r th  i t s e l f .  Once the  king of  Anga proposed to  g ive away 
th e  e n t i r e  e a r th  a s  a s a c r i f i c i a l  fee  to  the  brahmins. Apprehensive and 
aggrieved, the  goddess E ar th  abandoned he r  n a tu re  as  th e  s o i l  ( tya k tva  ... 
bhumitvaip) and complained to  Brahma. Seeing th e  goddess depa r t ,  Ka^yapa 
immediately f re e d  h im se lf  o f  h i s  own body and e n te red  th e  e a r th  i t s e l f .  While 
Ka^yapa pervaded th e  e a r th  in t h i s  way fo r  300,000 years , p lan t  l i f e  f lo u r ish ed ,  
f e a r s  d isappeared  and dharma was forem ost.52
Besides warming and i l lu m in a t in g  th e  worlds with t h e i r  own inner  hea t,  the  
p § is  po ssessed  th e  power to  change or even re v e r s e  the  normal p ro ce sse s  of l i f e  
I t s e l f .  Thus the  s e e r  Gautama, p leased  with the  conduct and devotion  of h i s  now 
aged pup il  Uttahka, t ransfo rm ed  him in to  a youth o f  16 and p re se n ted  h is  
daugh ter  as  a w ife .3 And, as  we have seen, Jamadagni r e s to r e d  h i s  s la in  wife 
Repuka to  l i f e  a t  th e  behes t  o f  Rama.* In ano ther  s to ry  i t  i s  r e l a te d  how a 
Halhaya p r ince  on a hunt m istook a hermit (muni) wearing a b lack a n te lope  skin  
fo r  a dee r  and a c c id e n ta l ly  slew him. But the  sage, endowed with  the  power of 
tapas  Ctapobalasamanvitab) r e s u r r e c te d  himself.-5 When King Sphjaya r e q u e s t s  from 
th e  p$i  P a rva ta  th e  boon of  a son the  l ike  o f  the  king of gods, Indra  became 
f e a r f u l  of hu m il ia t io n  and had th e  young prince  s la in  by a t ig e r .  But th e  r p i  
Narada r e s to r e d  th e  boy to  l i f e , 5 and he became a renowned ru le r .
In th e s e  in s ta n c es ,  the  power of th e  r ? i  was s u f f i c i e n t  to  r e s t o r e  l i f e .  In 
ye t  a no the r  myth, V a s i^ th a 's  power of tapas  was such t h a t  he found he could not 
even take  h i s  own l i f e !  G r i e f - f i l l e d  a t  th e  dea th  o f  h i s  100 sons, a c a ta s tro p h e  
eng ineered  by h i s  arch-enemy Vi^vamitra, th e  p$ i  de term ined  on su ic ide .  F i r s t  
V asi§ tha  threw  h im se lf  from the  top  of Mount Meru but th e  e a r th  g en tly  caught
1> Udyogaparvan, 176.23. 2) Anu^asanaparvan, 139.1-8.
3) Agvamedhikaparvan, 55.1-26. 4) Arapyakaparvan, 116.1-18.
5) Ibid.. 182.1-15, 6) (Jantiparvan, 31.15-41.
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him. Then he e n te re d  a huge f i r e ,  but the  flames of  th e  f i r e  tu rned  cold. A fter  
u n su c ce s s fu l ly  t ry in g  to  drown h im se lf  in th e  ocean, he f in a l ly  plunged in to  a 
c rocod ile  f i l l e d  t o r r e n t ,  but th e  r iv e r  thought he was l ik e  Agni or Fire , and 
fled  in one hundred d i re c t io n s  (and hence was ca lled  Qatadru). V asi? tha  f in a l ly  
concluded he could not d i e .1
While th e  p $ is  begot ch ild ren  as  o th e r  c re a tu r e s  do, they a ls o  ex h ib i te d  the  
a b i l i t y  to  overcome th e  normal methods of b io lo g ic a l  g en e ra tio n ,  so g re a t  was 
the  potency o f  t h e i r  in n er  hea t .  In one myth i t  i s  r e l a t e d  th a t  Kagyapa, whose 
sou l  was p u r i f ie d  th rough tapas (.tapasa bhavitatmana})), went to  a lake to  
perform more tapas. For a long time he exhausted  h im se lf  with tapas; but while 
bathing in th e  water, he saw th e  a p s a r a s  Urvagi whereupon h i s  seed b u rs t  f o r th  
( ta sya  r e ta p  pracaskanda). Then a t h i r s t y  doe drank the  seed up with  w ater  and 
became pregnan t.  In time th e  doe gave b i r th  to  a g r e a t  see r ,  and as th e r e  was
an an te lo p e -h o rn  on h is  head, he was ca lled  Rgyagrnga.3
Once, too, while Vyasa was rubbing h i s  f i r e - s t l c k s  to g e th e r ,  he saw the  
apsaras  G hptaci who, with her l u s t r e ,  was very b e a u t i fu l .  Vyasa suddenly became 
overcome by d es ire .  Seeing h is  emotion the  apsaras  took the  form of a p a r ro t ,  
but d e s p i te  h i s  b e s t  e f f o r t s  a t  reg a in in g  h i s  composure and s e l f - c o n t r o l  Vyasa 's  
seed f e l l  out, and from th a t  seed was born a son c a l le d  £uka because of the  
manner of h is  b i r t h .3
In ano ther  myth, the  s e e r  Bharadvaja, of g re a t  tapas , journeyed to  the  Gang a
to  bathe, and th e re  he too  saw the  a p s a ra s  G h r tac I  f r e s h  from bathing. But 'As
she  was s ta n d in g  on th e  r i v e r  bank, th e  wind blew her  s k i r t  askew: the  s e e r  saw 
her  nude and d e s i re d  her. His h e a r t  c leav ing  to  her, th e  see r ,  who had been a 
v i rg in  from childhood, s p i l l e d  fo r th  h i s  seed exc ited ly ,  and he placed i t  in a
1) Adiparvan, 166.40-45, 167.1-10, 2) Arapyakaparvan, 110.1-17,
3) Qantiparvan, 311.1-9.
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t ro u g h ,"  From th e  trough  Dropa was born.2 In a v a r ia n t  ve rs io n  Bharadvaja l o s t  
h is  seed a t  th e  mere s ig h t  of th e  la rg e -e y e d  G hrtac i .  Catching i t  in h is  hand, 
the  a s c e t i c  then  p laced  i t  in a cup made of leaves, and in t h a t  c o n ta in e r  was 
born a g i r l  c a l led  S r u c a v a t i ,3 Another a s c e t ic  c a su a l ty  o f  sudden d e s i r e  was the  
g re a t  sage Mankanaka who had always led th e  l i f e  o f  a brahmacarln. One day 
while perform ing  h is  a b lu t io n s  in th e  r iv e r  he saw a comely maid ba th ing  nude 
there .  At t h i s  th e  p$ l  l o s t  h is  seed in the  water. Thereupon Mankanaka placed 
h is  p o ten t  seed  in h i s  e a r th en  pot where i t  d ivided in to  seven p a r t s ,  and in due 
time seven p $ is  were born.'1
Various p $ is  a lso  used t h e i r  unusua l powers to  o b ta in  sons fo r  m orta ls ,  
e s p e c ia l ly  kings. Having g ran te d  the  boon o f  sons, th e  p$ i  Rcika Bhargava 
p resc r ib ed  fo r  h i s  wife  Sa tyava tx  and he r  mother, th e  w ife  o f  King Gadhi, a 
course  of r i t u a l  ba thing, embracing c e r t a in  types  of t r e e s  and th e  consumption 
of a  s p e c ia l ly  p repared  caru ( s a c r i f i c i a l  food o f  milk and r ic e )  -  a f t e r  which 
the  k ing 's  w ife  gave b i r th  to  V i^vamitra and S a ty a v a t l  to  Jamadagni.B
In a l l  t h i s  the  o r ig in a l  connection between tapas  and p o ten t  f e r t i l i t y  i s  as 
m an ifes t  as  th e  l a t e r  concern with  tapas  and r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n .  Admittedly the  
s e e r s  do o f te n  succumb to  sexua l  d e s i r e  and d i re c t  t h e i r  tapas  outwards r a th e r  
than  inwards, but th rough  a sexua l  p ro c re a t io n  they  can a t  l e a s t  escape female 
entrapment,
Besides t h e i r  m aste ry  of th e  n a tu r a l  world, tapas  a lso  gave the  p $ is  
m astery  o f  t h e i r  fellow  m orta ls .  Normally th e  p ? is  e x e rc ise d  t h e i r  power through 
th e  dev ices  o f  th e  boon, curse , and occas iona l ly  the  s a c r i f i c e ;  though in  the  
l a t t e r  case  i t  would seem to  have been the  s e e r s  tapas  and not the  power of
1> Tasya v a y u r n a d l t l r e  vasanaip v y a h a ra t ta d a /
Apakp?tambaraip d p ? tv a  tamr?i$cakame ta t a f r / /
Tasyarji saipsaktamanasafr kaumarabrahmacaripaft/
H r? tasya  re ta^caskanda  tadp $ ird ro p a  adadhe//  Adiparvan, 154.3-4.
2) See ib id . . 154.1-5; a lso  Adiparvan, 121.3-5.
3) £alyaparvan, 47.57-60. 4) Ibid.. 37.29-32.
5) Arapyakaparvan, 115.9-30; Qantiparvan, 49,1-28; Anu^asanaparvan, 4 .1-48.
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th e  s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  was e f f e c t iv e .
Despite  normally being d ep ic ted  as  f o r e s t  dw elle rs ,  the  p $ is  o f te n  use t h e i r  
tapas  to  a s s i s t  m orta l  so c ie ty ,  and more e sp e c ia l ly  kings. Sometimes they  a re  
s a id  to  have ac ted  as p u roh ita s  in which ro le  they  performed a l l  o f  the  
s a c r i f i c e s ,  r i t e s  and ceremonies n ecessa ry  a t  the  c o u rt  o f  th e  king. Thus was 
Angiras sa id  to  have a c ted  as  purohita  fo r  King K arandhara .1 As purohita, the  
p$ i  could a lso  help  d e s tro y  th e  enemies of th e  king. When King Mucukunda had 
conquered th e  e n t i r e  e a r th  he chose to  t e s t  h is  s t r e n g th  a g a in s t  Vaigravana 
(Kubera) him self . Now Vaigravapa c re a te d  a la rg e  army o f  rakpasas  which smote 
the  k ing 's  fo rces .  The king then  reproved  h i s  purohita  V as i? tha , who, a f t e r  
perform ing se v ere  tapas  Cugraip ta p a s ta p tv a ), r e p e l le d  th e  ra& ^asas.2 Elsewhere 
V asisfha  i s  s a id  to  have rescued  th e  B hara ta  l ineage  when t h e i r  fo r tu n e s  were 
a t  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  low po in t  by accep ting  the  deposed king Saipvarana's in v i t a t io n  
to  be h i s  purohita, Saipvaraiia was quickly r e s to re d  to  h i s  th rone  and the  
B hara tas  aga in  f lo u r is h e d .3 As well, th e  kings of Ik$vaku 's  l in e  conquered th e
e a r th  a f t e r  ob ta in in g  V a s i ^ h a  as  t h e i r  purohita,A When king Divodasa was
d e fe a te d  by th e  Vaitahavyas he sought p ro te c t io n  a t  the  a^rama o f  th e  p$ i  
Bharadvaja. The p$ i  performed a s a c r i f i c e  to  beget fo r  th e  king a son c a l led
Pra ta rdana . Through h i s  yoga  power, Bharadvaja e n te red  th e  body of  the  prince
enabling  him to  s la y  h i s  enem ies.5
The p $ is  a ls o  used t h e i r  tapas  to  p ro te c t  k ings in  danger. For in s tance ,  
when Paragurama was d e s tro y in g  th e  k $ a tr iy a s  tw en ty -one  tim es over, th e  p $ i  
P aragara  p ro te c te d  th e  son o f  Saudasa, while th e  p$ i  Gautama p ro te c te d  
Bphadratha.5 At th e  end of h i s  s la u g h te r ,  Rama performed a H o rse -S a c r if ic e  in
which he gave away th e  e a r th  to  Kagyapa, who promptly ban ished  him to  th e  shore
1) Agvamedhikaparvan, 4,22, 5 .7-8 . The brahmin s e e r  Ralbhya and h i s  sons a lso  
se rv e  a s  s a c r i f i c i a l  p r i e s t s  to  King Bphaddyumna. Araoyakaparvan, 139.1-2.
2) See £ a n tipa rvan , 75.3-13. 3) Adiparvan, 89.31-42,
4) Ibid.. 164.9-10, 5) Anugasanaparvan, 31.6-41.
6) Qantiparvan, 49.68-69 & 72-73.
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of th e  so u th e rn  ocean. As th e  e a r th ,  shorn  of i t s  kings, sank in to  anarchy, 
Kagyapa consec ra ted  as  kings th o se  k$ a triya s  who had s u rv iv e d .1 The p$i Bhpgu 
a lso  p ro te c te d  King Vitahavya when he was ho tly  pursued  by King Pra tardana , 
and by the  power of h i s  speech a lone r a i s e d  him to  the  s t a t u s  o f  a brahmin.E
R ela tions  between p$ ls  and r u l e r s  were not always to  be so harmonious and 
advantageous. Any i r r e v e re n c e  or o ffence  a g a in s t  a p$it be i t  p e rsona l  or r i t u a l ,  
would normally be rep a id  w ith  a f ie ry  reac tion . Perhaps the  most n o tab le  example 
in the  Mahabbarata i s  when th e  g re a t  Agastya hu r led  King Nahu?a from heaven 
and cursed  him to  be a snake on e a r th  fo r  having kicked him on th e  head with 
h i s  l e f t  fo o t .3 In th e  myths concerning King Arjuna K ar tav lry a ,  th e  king (or 
a l t e r n a t iv e ly  h i s  pow erful and c ru e l  sons) d e v a s ta te d  th e  agrama of Jamadagni 
and s to l e  th e  c a l f  of the  s e e r ’s homadhenu or s a c r i f i c i a l  cow. F i l le d  with fury, 
Jamadagni's mighty son rega ined  th e  c a l f  and cut D f f  King A rjuna 's  1,000 arms.
In tu rn  King A rjuna's  sons, maddened by Rama's deed, slew the  g r e a t  p$i 
Jamadagni while Rama was absen t.  Swearing vengeance, Rama re so lv e d  to  m assacre 
a l l  k$ a triya s , beginning with  King A rjuna's  sons.4 S im ilar ly , when Vigvamitra, 
then  king of Kanyakubja, t r i e d  to  drag away Vasi^tha's kamadhenu ( 'w ish -g ran t in g  
cow') while on a v i s i t  to  th e  s e e r ' s  agrama, V asi$ tha  c re a te d  demons and 
w a r r io rs  from the  cow's body and d es troyed  the  k ing 's  army.s  While a f i e r y  cu rse  
i s  not d i r e c t ly  involved in th e s e  accounts , they  do v iv id ly  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  
d e s t r u c t iv e  power a p$i could b ring  to  bear upon m orta ls ,  o r  more a c c u ra te ly  
kpatriyas. As well, when King Vidarbha i s  r e lu c ta n t  to  bestow h is  daugh ter  
Lopamudra on Agastya, i t  i s  f e a r  of  being bu rn t with th e  f i r e  o f  the  p$i's  
cu rse  ( f apagnina dahet) th a t  dec ides  him.® The brahmin s e e r  Vamadeva a lso  u ses
1) Ibid.. 49.56-79. 2) Anugasanaparvan, 31.31-54.
3) Araoyakaparvan, 176.11-24, 177.5-10, 178.30-41; Udyogaparvan, 17.1-17;
Anugasanaparvan, 102.1-29, 103.1-36.
4) Araoyakaparvan, 116.20-29, 117.1-11, (Jantiparvan, 49.34-56.
5) Adiparvan, 165.1-44, Qalyaparvan, 39.12-22.
6) Araoyakaparvan, 95.1-4 .
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the  power of  h i s  tapas  to  cu t down the  k ings (Jala, Bala and Dala when they 
re fu s e  to  r e tu r n  h is  m isapp rop ria ted  h o r s e s .1 All in a l l ,  r e l a t i o n s  between 
and k $ a tr iy a s  dem onstra ted  a cons ide rab le  degree  of  ambivalence.
Tapas a ls o  g iv es  the  th e  power to  lord  i t  over th e  gods i f  they so
chose, a f a c t  which considerab ly  com plicates t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip .  Save fo r  the  
unusua l case  o f  th e  Bhargava £ukra, w^° s e rv e d as  p r i e s t  to  th e  asuras, the
Epic in v a r iab ly  support  th e  gods in t h e i r  e t e r n a l  s t r u g g l e  with the  demons;
and o f te n  they  a re  in s t ru m e n ta l  in g e t t in g  the  gods out o f  a t ig h t  scrape . But 
such help  i s  in e v i ta b ly  ambivalent, fo r  i t  d em ons tra tes  th e  t o t a l  m astery  of the  
p$Is  and demeans th e  s t a t u s  of th e  gods.
This i s  w ell  i l l u s t r a t e d  in th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  t a l e  o f  Agastya and th e
t e r r i b l e  Kaleyas, a group of demons who guarded Vptra as  he covered over heaven
and ea r th .  Now when Indra  (made mighty by th e  t e ja s  or energy of Vippu), the  
o th e r  gods and the  brahmin f in a l ly  managed to  s la y  Vptra, th e  pan ic-
s t r ic k e n  Kaleyas p lo t te d  to  weaken the  gods by d e s tro y in g  a l l  r e l ig io u s  l i f e  on 
e a r th .  Sore ly  a f f l i c t e d  because of the  d e v a s ta t io n  upon e a r th ,  Indra and th e  
gods sought th e  p ro te c t io n  of Narayapa, the  c re a to r ,  p r o te c to r  and m ain ta iner  of 
th e  worlds. Narayapa exp la ined  th a t  the  gods could not k i l l  th e  Kaleyas while 
they  s h e l t e r e d  in Varupa's abode, th e r e fo r e  they must f i r s t  d e s tro y  the  ocean. 
And who but Agastya, Vi?pu added, was capable of d ry ing  up th e  ocean. The gods 
re p a i re d  to  A gastya 's  agrama where they  found th e  g r e a t  a mass of tapas
(taporaglrji), and ab laze  with  t e ja s  (diptatejasamy, and they  beseeched him:
’Blessed Lord, when we a re  f r ig h te n e d  by danger, you a re  always a refuge . 
Therefore , to rm ented  (as we a re )  we implore you fo r  a boon, fo r  you a re  a 
g r a n te r  o f  boons,'* Agastya ag reed  to  th e  boon they  sought -  th a t  he should  
drink  up th e  ocean. So accompanied by gods, se e rs ,  men, snakes, gandharvas  and
1) Arapyakaparvan, 190,49-82; cf. Anugasanaparvan, 33.7-8 ,
2) Asraakaip bhayabhitanai]i n i tyago  bhagavanga tih /
T a t a s t v a r t a h  prayacamastvaip varaip varado h y a s i / /  Arapyakaparvan, 101.17.
(
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so on, Agastya proceeded to  th e  ocean shore  where he a n g r i ly  drank up the ocean 
(samudramapibatkruddhafrh 1 Supremely as to n ish ed  ( vlsmayaip paramaip), Indra  and 
the  gods gave p ra ise :  ’Through your g race  th e  u n ive rse  and th e  immortals w ill  
not go to  d e s t r u c t io n  !':£: The gods took up t h e i r  weapons and f e l l  upon the  
demons. But when th e  v ic to r io u s  gods req u e s ted  Agastya to  f i l l  up the  ocean 
again, to  t h e i r  amazement and d e s p a i r  <vism ita$ca  vi^appa^ca), he merely rep lied : 
’Think of ano the r  method to  f i l l  th e  ocean fo r  I have d ig e s te d  t h a t  water. Make 
an e f f o r t . ' 3
According to  ano the r  myth, th e  gods were once d e fe a te d  by the  demons who 
then  took away t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e s  and stopped a l l  r e l i g io u s  r i t e s  and s a c r i f i c e s  
amongst m orta ls .  Their  lo rd sh ip  lo s t ,  the  gods wandered upon th e  ea r th .  Then one 
day they  saw Agastya who, with h i s  te jas,  blazed with th e  b r i l l i a n c e  of  th e  Sun 
<dlptam adityavarcasam ). The gods appealed to  the  p§ l  to  re sc u e  them from th i s  
g r e a t  p e r i l .  Agastya was enraged  by the  p l ig h t  of th e  gods and, ' f u l l  of t e j ’as, 
he blazed f o r th  l ike  th e  f i r e  of Time a t  the  u n iv e r s a l  des truction '*11 and those  
1danavas were burn t  up by h is  mass of burning ra y s '  ( tena dlptari$ujalena  
nirdagdha danavas>. Resuming t h e i r  own worlds again, th e  gods then  beseeched 
th e  r f i  to  a ls o  d e s tro y  those  demons who had taken s h e l t e r  w ith in  th e  ea rth .  
However, Agastya in d ica ted  he had a lready  expended s u f f i c i e n t  of h i s  p rec ious  
tapas  in  th e  god 's cause. I f  he bu rn t  those  danavas, h i s  tapas  would decrease  
<tapo h i k$Tyenme).B As well, while Indra and the  gods debated  much on how to  
f r e e  them selves  from th e  ty rannous  r u le  of t h e i r  m o rta l  king Nahu?a, Agastya 
(or Bhpgu in one ve rs ion )  solved th e  problem by cu rs ing  th e  king to  be born on
1) Ibid.. 103.3.
2> Tvatprasadatsam ucchedaip na gacchetsamaraip j a g a t / /  ib id .. 103.5.
3) Jirpaip tad d h i  may a toyamupayo anyah p rac in ty a ta m /
Puraparthani samudrasya b h a v a d b h iry a tn a m a s th i ta ih / /  ibid.. 103.16; se e  98.1 
-  103.17. In the  Anugasanaparvan, Angiras, th rough  h i s  te jas ,  drank up the  
ocean and s t i l l  remained th i r s ty .  In t h i s  case, a t  l e a s t ,  he did f i l l  th e  
ocean again.
Anugasanaparvan, 138.3-4.
4) P ra ja jv a la  ca t e j a s v l  k a la g n i r iv a  sar[ik§aye// Anugasanaparvan, 140.7.
5) Ibid.. 140.1-12.
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e a r th  as  a snake a f t e r  he had kicked th e  s e e r  on th e  head with  h is  l e f t  f o o t .1
On an o th e r  occasion i t  i s  V as lsfha  who rescued  th e  gods. Once a race  of 
demons ca l led  Khalin, see ing  the  gods emaciated as they  underwent a s a c r i f i c i a l  
consec ra tion  (dlk$a>, d e s ire d  to  s la y  them. To make m a t te r s  worse Brahma had 
bestowed on th e  demons the  boon t h a t  any demon s l a in  would r e tu r n  to  l i f e  when 
plunged in to  th e  w a te rs  o f  Lake Manasa. Sorely a f f l i c t e d  the  gods f i r s t  went to  
Indra  fo r  re fu g e , and when Indra  f a re d  no b e t t e r  he sought th e  p ro te c t io n  of 
Vasl$fha. E f f o r t l e s s ly  th e  p$i  bu rn t  a l l  tho se  demons with  h i s  te jas,  be fo re  
b r ing ing  th e  r i v e r  Gang a th e r e  to  sunder the  l i f e - r e s t o r i n g  la k e .2
In many o th e r  myths, however, the  p$ is  th re a te n  o r  even cu rse  v a r io u s  gods. 
For in s tance ,  th e  enraged  p$i Bhpgu cursed  Agni, the  d iv ine  c a r r i e r  of o b la t ions ,  
to  e a t  any th ing  fo r  re v e a l in g  to  th e  love-crazed  rak$asa  Puloman the  i d e n t i ty  
o f  h is  dear  w ife  Puloma. The ou trag ed  Agni then brought an end to  r e l ig io u s  
r i t e s  on e a r th  by withdrawing from a l l  s a c r i f i c e s .  The gods appealed to  Brahma 
who asked Agni to  accep t th e  c u rse  while po in ting  out t h a t  anyth ing  burned by 
h is  flames would be p u r i f ie d .3 Presumably not even Brahma was p repared  to  or 
even capable  o f  o v e r - r id in g  th e  cu rse  of a p$i. In th e  Agvamedhikaparvan, Agni, 
th e  God o f  F ire  h im self ,  t rem bles  in f e a r  a t  the  p ro spec t  o f  being burn t by the  
f ie r y  powers of the  brahmin s e e r  Saipvarta, th e  e ld e r  b ro th e r  of the  d iv ine  
p r i e s t  Bphaspati .4-
In a no the r  myth I t  was Agastya who cursed  th e  god Kubera th a t  h is  army of 
dread yak$as, a long with h i s  rak$asa  f r ie n d  Manimat, would meet d e s t r u c t io n  a t  
th e  hands of a  human. Once Kubera s e t  o f f  to  a meeting o f  the  gods with a 
horde of h i s  yak$as> On th e  way they  passed  over the  top  o f  Agastya, th a t
1) See Udyogaparvan, 11-17. 2) Anugasanaparvan, 140.15-25.
3) Adiparvan, 5.11 -  7.25. Compare Qalyaparvan, 46.12-20 where Agni, a f r a id  of




forem ost of r $ i s f who was perform ing d rea d fu l  tapas (ugrarp tapastapasyantarp). 
S tanding th e re ,  w ith h i s  arms up ra ised , fac ing  the  sun, he was a mass of burning 
energy <te joragiip ), b laz ing  l ik e  a w e l l - fu e le d  f i r e  (dipyamanaip 
hutaganamivaidhitam ). The s ig h t  was too much fo r  Kubera 's good f r ie n d  Mapimat, 
th e  lord  of th e  rak$asas,  who out of s tu p id i ty ,  ignorance, wantonness and fo lly , 
sp a t  upon (nya$thlvad)  th e  head of the  g r e a t  s e e r  from the  sky. Enraged as 
though burn ing  a l l  the  q u a r t e r s  (dlgafp sarva  dahannlva), Agastya re v i le d  the  
'evil-minded* <durmate) Kubera and cursed  th a t  Mapimat and th e s e  tro o p s  would 
meet with d e s t r u c t io n  from a human, whereupon Kubera h im se lf  would be f re e  of 
s in .1 The c u rse  was duly f u l f i l l e d  by th a t  form idable d e s t ro y e r  o f  rak$asas  and 
yak$as, Bhimasena, whose own behaviour was not always th a t  d i f f e r e n t .
The Vasus, too, a re  cursed  by V asi?fha  to  be born among men fo r  fo o l ish ly
( vimugihas') they  had come too  c lo se  to  V asi? tha  as  he s a t  hidden a t  h is  tw i l ig h t
devo tions .^  Where in t h i s  account th e  Vasus a re  in a d v e r te n t ly  a t  f a u l t ,  in a 
v a r ia n t  ve rs io n  they  w i l fu l ly  offend, fo r  a t  the  u rg ing  o f  the  wife of  Dyaus 
they s t e a l  V as i? fh a 's  wondrous s a c r i f i c i a l  milk cow which y ie lded  a l l  d e s i re s .  
Vasi?fha, a t  l e a s t ,  put a l im it  o f  one year  on h i s  c u rse  fo r  a l l  th e  Vasus save
Dyaus, who i s  born amongst men as  Bhl^ma,3
Utathya, born in th e  l ineage  of Angiras, a lso  tu rn s  h i s  tapas  on Varuna 
a f t e r  the  God of  Waters had abducted and rav ished  h is  w ife  Bhadra, th e  daugh te r  
of Soma, who was unequalled  in he r  beauty. When Varupa re fu s e d  to  r e tu r n  her, 
th e  enraged Utathya, who was a mighty perform er o f  tapas (sumahatapaty, drank 
up th e  w a te rs  with h i s  t e ja s  (ap iba tte ja sa ) .  When Varupa s t i l l  refused , Utathya 
d r ied  up a l l  th e  w a te r  on the  land, by which time Varupa conceded d e fea t .  With 
h is  wife r e tu rn ed ,  th e  s e e r  c h e e r fu l ly  r e tu rn e d  th e  w a te r s .*






cu rses  th e  god Dharma fo r  overdoing karmic r e t r ib u t io n .  Once the  g re a t  brahmin 
a s c e t ic  and yogin  s tood  below a t r e e  a t  th e  en tra n ce  to  h i s  aframa observing a 
vow of  s i le n c e .  As he did so a band of ho t ly  pursued dasyus  e n te red  h is  agrama 
and hid th e re  w ith  t h e i r  booty. When the  pursu ing  guards  a r r iv e d  they asked 
Mapdavya which way the  robbers  had gone, but the  a s c e t i c  of course  gave no 
reply . Finding the  th ie v e s  and t h e i r  p lunder in h is  agrama, the  guards  
su spec ted  Mapdavya h im se lf  and took him before  the  king w ith  the  robbers. All 
were condemned to  be impaled on the  s take . Mapdavya, however, did not d ie  and 
when th e  king came to  know who he was, he sought h is  fo rg iv e n e ss  which was 
g ran ted . But th e  king could not p u l l  the  s ta k e  out o f  th e  a s c e t ic  so he cu t i t  
o f f  a t  th e  end. Thereupon th e  herm it (munf) wandered w ith  th e  s tak e  s t i l l  in s id e  
and through t h i s  form of  tapas  he conquered worlds t h a t  were hard  to  a t t a in .  
When Mapdavya went to  th e  abode o f  th e  god Dharma he reproached  him: 'Now then, 
what e v i l  deed did I unknowingly commit th a t  I incu rred  th e  production  of such 
consequences. Quickly, t e l l  me the  t ru th .  Behold th e  power o f  my tap a s ! '1 Dharma 
expla ined  t h a t  th e  a s c e t ic  <tapodhana) had once s tuck  re e d s  in to  th e  t a i l s  of 
l i t t l e  b ird s ,  Not s a t i s f i e d ,  Mapdavya rep l ied :  'As th e  s in  was small, <and) the  
punishment you fixed  fo r  me vas t ,  you, 0 Dharma, w i l l  be born a man from the  
womb of a g U d r a Thus was Vidura born on ea rth .
However, i t  i s  the  a r ro g a n t  and p r id e fu l  king o f  gods who is  most 
f re q u e n tly  hum il ia ted  a t  th e  hands o f  th e  Epic 's p$is. Thus, a f t e r  the  Alvins 
had changed th e  aged Cyavana in to  a handsome youth aga in ,3 th e  g uaran teed  
t h a t  they  would d rink  soma in f ro n t  of Indra  him self . So, when King
1) Kim nu taddu$kptaqi karma maya k p tam a jan a ta /
Yasyeyaip p h a la n i r v p t t i r id p q y a s a d i t a  maya/
Qighramacak?va me ta t tva ip  pa^ya me tapaso  ba lam //  Adiparvan, 101.23.
2> Alpe aparadhe  v ipulo  mama dapdas tvaya  kptal?/
Qudrayonavato dharma manugalj sa ipbhav l§yas i//  ib id .. 101,25, See 101.1-25. 
Compare ibid. 57 ,77-81.,
3) For a h i s to r y  of th e  Cyavana legend see  E.W. Hopkins, 'The Fountain of Youth', 
Jou rna l  o f  th e  American O r ie n ta l  S oc ie ty , vol.xxvi (1905), pp.48-56.
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Q aryati ,  Cyavana's f a th e r - in - l a w ,  held a s a c r i f i c e  to  c e le b ra te  t h i s  marvel, the  
honoured h i s  promise by drawing soma fo r  the  Alvins. But the  king of gods 
s t r e n u o u s ly  objec ted  fo r  as  phys ic ians  and s e rv a n ts  to  th e  gods they were of 
lowly d iv ine  s t a t u s ;  and as they f re e ly  consorted  w ith  m o rta ls  they  were of 
dubious p u r i ty ,  When Cyavana ignored In d ra 's  re p e a te d  p r o t e s t a t i o n s  and poured 
the  soma, th e  king o f  gods read ied  to  h u r l  h is  dread thunderbo lt .  Immediately 
Cyavana p a ra ly sed  h is  arm and, in te n t  upon so rce ry  (k p ty a r th D , he o f fe re d  in to  
the  s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  with  th e  p roper  mantras, fo r  he was p repared  to  In ju re  the  
god (devaip binsitumudyatab').’1 Then, by the  power o f  h i s  tapas (.t.apobalaO, th a t  
so rce ry  became a g ig a n t ic  and horrendous asura named Mada who looked as i f  he 
would fo rc ib ly  devour th e  world (grasanniva ja g a d b a la t>,2 As t h a t  fu r io u s  asura 
read ied  to  e a t  up the  king of gods, the  f e a r  a f f l i c t e d  (bhayapftfltafr) Indra 
h u r r ie d ly  decided he would a f t e r  a l l  drink  soma w ith  th e  Alvins. Henceforth th e  
Alvins partook  of soma.'3 Although Cyavana had c re a te d  the  t e r r i b l e  demon ou t of 
the  s a c r i f i c e ,  th e  power comes from the  s e e r 's  tapas, j u s t  a s  i t  does when 
In d ra 's  arm i s  para lysed .
As i f  t h i s  was not bad enough, Indra  was to  f a r e  even worse in c o n f l i c t s  
with o th e r  Thus a f t e r  Indra  had seduced Ahalya, th e  w ife  of Gautama, the
d e s is te d  from d e s tro y in g  him o u t r ig h t ,  but cursed  him to  be covered with a 
thousand y o n is  or vaginas, subsequen tly  modifying i t  to  a thousand eyes.^ In a 
s im i la r  myth, In d ra 's  p h y s ica l  appearance, though not h is  d ign ity ,  escapes  r a th e r  
more l ig h t ly .  When th e  s e e r  Deva^arman leaves  h is  s tu d e n t  Vipula in charge of 
h is  b e a u t i f u l  w ife  Ruci, he s p e c i f ic a l ly  warns him to  be on guard  a g a in s t  the  
l u s t f u l  ways o f  th e  king o f  gods, and the  amorous s u s c e p t i b i l i t i e s  of women. To 
ca rry  out h is  duty  Vipula, drawing upon h i s  yoga  power, e n te r e d  in to  the  body 
of Ruci and took possess io n  of her. Now Indra, assuming a body of a s to n ish in g
1> Arapyakaparvan, 124.18.
2) Ibid.. 124.23.
3> See ibid.. 123.1 -  125.8. Also Anugasanaparvan, 141.15-30.
4) Anucjasanaparvan, 41.21, 138.6.
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beauty, duly came to  th e  agrama and d ire c te d  a l l  h is  f l a t t e r y  tow ards the  s e e r 's  
wife. But, much to  In d ra 's  s u r p r i s e  and de jec tion , Ruci did not respond as hoped, 
fo r  she was r e s t r a in e d  by Vipula. With h is  div ine eye Ind ra  soon saw the  a s c e t ic  
(muni) w ithin, f i l l e d  with  t e r r i b l e  tapas (ghorepa tapasa)', and u t t e r l y  t e r r i f i e d ,  
fea r in g  th e  a s c e t i c 's  curse , Indra  trem bled (pravepat.a susaiptrastah gapabhitas).  
Vipula f i r s t  r e v i le d  th e  king o f  gods: '0 evil-minded, l ic e n t io u s  Purairtdara, 
whose se n se s  a re  uncon tro lled , th e  gods and m orta ls  w i l l  no t honour you for 
lo n g . '1 And then Vipula su g g es ted  th a t  th e  fo o lish  Indra  should be th an k fu l  th a t  
he did not t h i s  very day burn him down with h is  te jas.  Ashamed (vritflt.as), Indra  
d isappeared .2
In o th e r  myths i t  i s  In d ra 's  f ic k le n e s s  as  the  god of r a in  th a t  leads  to  
f r i c t i o n  with th e  p$is. Thus i t  i s  r e l a te d  th a t  Indra  ceased  to  pour down r a in  
when Agastya undertook  a g r e a t  12 year  s a c r i f ic e .  Hearing of t h i s  Agastya 
showed v i r t u a l  contempt fo r  th e  king of gods, th re a te n in g  to  h im se lf  become 
Indra  and so m aintain  c re a tu re s .  Seeing th e  power o f  th e  s e e r 's  tapas (d r? tv a  
tasya tapobalam) Indra  promptly ra in ed  down.3 In th e  s to r y  of R^ya^pnga, Indra  
is  again  fo rced  to  break a drought th rough fe a r  <bhayad) of  th e  young a s c e t i c 's  
ta p a s*
Elsewhere th e  a s c e t i c  <tapasvin> Yavakrita, son o f  Bharadvaja, so re ly  
scorched (sajptapayamasa bhpgaip) th e  king of gods in h i s  e f f o r t s  to  a t t a i n  
Immediate knowledge of th e  Vedas, Although Indra  warned him a g a in s t  t h i s  
a ttem pted  s h o r t - c u t  to  knowledge of th e  Vedas, he e v e n tu a l ly  gave way be fore  
the  a s c e t i c  power o f  tapas .B
Indeed, In d ra 's  f e a r  o f  r ? i s  i s  so g re a t ,  t h a t  a t  t im es th e  mere thought of 
a p?i  b u s ily  amassing tapas  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  u rge  him to  preem ptive action . In
1) A ji ten d r iy a  pSpatmankamatmaka puram dara/
Na ciram pO jayigyanti  devastvaiti m a n u ? a s ta th a / /  ibid.. 41.20.
2> Nahaip tvamadya mu<jhatmandaheyaip h i s v a t e j a s a /  ibid.. 41.23. See 41.1-27.




one myth i t  i s  r e l a t e d  t h a t  V i^vam itra  performed such pow erfu l tapas
( tapyamanap ... mahattapap) t h a t  he g r e a t ly  burned Csubhpgaip tapayamasa) Qakra
him self , who, h is  mind a trem ble  (kampayate manat)), fea red  th a t  th e  p$ i  would
deprive  him o f  h i s  p os it ion ,  Indra  now summoned th e  apsaras  Menaka and bade
her to  o b s t r u c t  h is  tapas: '0 you with b e a u t i fu l  hips, e x c i te  h is  d e s i r e  with
your beauty, youth, sw eetness , movements, sm iles  and u t te r a n c e s .  Divert h is
t a p a s , '1 Overawed by th e  su g g e s te d  e n te rp r i s e ,  and fu l ly  aware of In d ra 's
f a in th e a r te d  inconsis tency , Menaka rep l ied ;
The i l l u s t r i o u s  (seer)  has  g r e a t  heat,  always has  pow erfu l tapas , and i s  
w ra th fu l;  and you, b lessed  s i r ,  know th i s  i s  so. Why should  I not f e a r  he 
whom you f e a r?  ... Command me, 0 Lord, so h i s  anger  w i l l  not burn me. He 
could burn up the  worlds with h is  heat; shake th e  e a r th  with h is  fee t ;  
and compress mighty Mount Meru and revolve  i t  quickly. Endued with  such 
tapas , b laz ing  l ik e  a f i r e  -  how could a young woman of  our kind touch 
(him) whose se n se s  a re  conquered? His mouth i s  a b laz ing  o f fe r in g  f i re ,  
the  sun and moon a re  th e  p u p i ls  o f  h is  eyes. Time, 0 b e s t  o f  gods, is  h is  
tongue -  how could one of our kind touch him? Even Yama, Soma, the  g r e a t  
se e rs ,  and a l l  th e  Sadhyas and V alakhilyas  a re  a f r a id  of  him because o f  
h is  power -  why, then, should one l ik e  me not be t e r r i f i e d ? *
N everthe less , Menaka agreed  t h a t  she  could not but do $ak ra 's  bidding; bu t added
th a t ,  by th e  g race  o f  Indra, when she began to  play be fo re  the  pp i a p lea sa n t
breeze should come from the  woods, the  wind must blow open (vivrnotu)  her
garment, and Manmatha, th e  God of  Love, must be her  a s s i s t a n t  in t h i s  deed. So
be i t ,  s a id  Indra; and so i t  was. When the  wind blew o f f  Menaka's garment,
1) R upayauvanam adhuryace?fitasm itabha?ita ih i/
Lobhayitva v a ra ro h e  tap a sa h  sa ip n iv a r tay a / /  Adiparvan, 65.26.
2) M ahatejah sa  bhagavansadaiva  ca raahatapah/
Kopana^ca t a t h a  hyenam j a n a t i  b hagavanap i/ /  (27) 
T e ja sa s ta p a sa^ c a iv a  kopasya ca mahatmanah/
Tvamapyudvijase yasya nodvijeyamahaip katham // (28)
Yatha marp na d a h e tk ru d d h as ta th a jn ap a y a  mam v ib h o //  (35)
T e jasa  nirdahellokankampayeddharaplip pad a /
Saipk?ipecca mahameruip tu rp a m a v a r ta y e t t a th a / /  (36)
Tadpsaip t a p a s a  yuktaip p rad lp tam iva  pavakam/
Kathamasmadvldha b a la  j i tend r iyam abh isp r< ;e t/ /  (37)
Huta^anamukhaip diptaiji su ry a c a n d ra k ? i ta ra k a m /
Kalajihvarp s u ra $ re § th a  kathamasmadvldha s p n j e t / /  (38)
Yama^ca soma^ca mahar?aya$ca
sadhya  vi$ve v a lak h ily a^ ca  s a rv e /
Ete ap i  yasyodv ijan te  p rab h a v a t
kasmattasmanm adp?! n o d v l je ta / /  (39) Adiparvan, 65,27-39.
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rev e a l in g  he r  in d esc r ib a b le  youth and beauty <anirdegyavayorupam), t h a t  bu l l  
among brahmins (viprarpabbas)  f e l l  to  th e  power o f  d e s ire ,  and th e  two of them 
enjoyed them selves  <vyabaratam) in th e  woods fo r  a very  long t im e .1
In s im i la r  fash ion  th e  p§ i  Qaradvat Gautama, who exce lled  more in th e  study 
of weaponry than the  Kerfas, g r e a t ly  tormented Indra  with h i s  hea t  (bbpgam 
saiptapayamasa)  both because of  h i s  s k i l l  w ith  weapons and h i s  g r e a t  tapas. So 
Indra  despatched  to  the  s e e r 's  agrama an apsaras  named J a la d a p i  with o rd e rs  to  
o b s t ru c t  h i s  tapas . When Gautama Qaradvat saw her  th e re ,  wearing a s in g le  
garment w ith  a f ig u re  incomparable in th e  world (Joke apratimasamsthanam'), h is  
eyes bulged <utphullanayano abbavat>, h i s  bow and arrow s f e l l  from h is  hands, 
and a shudder <vepatbus) went th rough h is  body. Although the  p$l  rega ined  h is  
composure -  fo r  so s t ro n g  was h is  knowledge and tapas -  s t i l l ,  w ithout no tic ing , 
he shed h is  seed. As th e  seed f e l l  on a reed  i t  s p l i t  in to  two, and from th e  two 
halves  were born Kppa and Krpi.^ S t i l l ,  th e  d e s ire d  e f f e c t  was achieved. By 
shedding h i s  seed Qaradvat Gautama a lso  dep le ted  h i s  tapas.
However, In d ra 's  t a c t i c s  were not always so su c c e s s fu l .  Occasionally, though 
not o f ten ,  the  p$i's  s t r e n g th  was such th a t  he was ab le  to  r e s i s t  the  
tem pta tion . When the  apsaras  Rambha d is tu rb e d  V i^vam itra 's  devo tions  with her
a l lu r in g  ways, th e  p $ l  cu rsed  he r  to  be tu rned  in to  s to n e .3
By f a r  th e  most d e s t r u c t iv e  consequences of a p$i's  tapas  were normally 
rese rv ed  fo r  demons and rak$asas, Vasi?fha, as we have seen, r ep e l le d  a la rg e  
army of  ra k ?asas  fo r  King Mucukunda. And when th e  rak$asa  Puloman a ttem p ted  to
abduct Bhpgu's pregnan t w ife  Puloma, the  ch ild  Cyavana f e l l  from h e r  womb, and
'sh in ing  l ik e  th e  sun ' he bu rn t  th e  rak$asa  to  a s h e s .A Perhaps the  foremost
1) Ibid.. 65.20 -  66.9. 2) Ibid.. 120.2-21.
3> Tapovlghnakari caiva pancacu^a susaipm ata/
Rambha nam apsarah  $apadyasya < ;a i la tvam agata //  Anugasanaparvan, 3.11. 
Compare Qalyaparvan, 39.25 where th e  gods re p e a te d ly  a t tem p t but f a i l  to  
o b s tru c t  V l^vam itra 's  tapas  fo r  becoming a brahmin.
4) Adiparvan, 6 .1-4.
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d e s tro y e r  of demons in the  Epic i s  Agastya. In one myth i t  i s  recounted  how a 
da itya  c a l led  I lv a la  had developed a s p e c ia l  d i s l ik e  o f  brahmins a f t e r  a c e r ta in  
brahmin had re fu se d  to  g ran t  him a son who would be the  equal o f  Indra. Now, 
I lv a la 's  method o f  ex ac t in g  revenge on brahmins was novel to  say th e  le a s t ,  
Possessed  of  the  power to  c a l l  th e  dead back to  l i f e ,  I lv a la  adopted the  hab it  
o f  cooking up h is  younger b ro th e r  V a ta p i  and feeding  him to  brahmins as goat, 
When he c a l led  h i s  b ro th e r  back, V a tap i  would b u r s t  open th e  s id e  of the  
brahmin lau g h in g .1 But when th e  cooked V a tap i  was o f fe re d  In t h i s  fash ion  to  
Agastya -  whose e x tra o rd in a ry  powers of d ig e s t io n  had been dem onstra ted  when 
he drank th e  ocean -  the  g re a t  p p i  m erely broke wind when I lv a la  r e c a l le d  h is  
b ro th e r .2
For th e  most p a r t ,  then, the  r $ i s  r ep e a te d ly  dem onstra te  t h e i r  t o t a l  m astery  
over a l l  th e  c r e a tu r e s  o f  th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  I t  i s  only th e  gods who occas ionally  
achieve th e  upper hand by e x p lo i t in g  the  o r ig in a l  e r o t i c  a s p e c ts  of tapas  or 
heat.
At th e  same tim e i t  i s  im portan t to  no te  th a t  the  r ? i s  r a r e ly  t e s t  t h e i r  
powers a g a in s t  the  g r e a t  Gods, and when they  do they  a re  in v ar iab ly  put in 
t h e i r  place. In th e  Arapyakaparvan th e re  i s  r e l a te d  th e  s to r y  of Mankapaka, 
where th e  g r e a t  s e e r  (mahar^ir) cut h is  hand with a b lade  of  kuga g ra s s .
Finding th a t  v e g e ta b le  ju ic e  ( gakaraso) flowed from th e  wound, the  a s c e t ic  
(mahatapafr) was f i l l e d  with  d e l ig h t  and began to  dance. And as  he danced, a l l  
anim ate  and inanim ate  c r e a tu r e s  began to  dance too, whereupon the  gods and 
beseeched th e  g r e a t  God (mahadeva> to  s top  Mankanaka from h is  dancing. £iva 
then  appeared  b e fo re  th e  and a f t e r  hearing  th e  rea so n  fo r  the  joyous 
dancing, he p ie rced  h i s  thumb with  h is  f in g e r n a i l  and from th e  wound f e l l  ashes. 
Mankaqaka now became ashamed, and f a l l in g  down he gave p r a i s e  to  £iva as  the  
Supreme God, the  maker and cause  o f  th e  worlds.3
1> Arapyakaparvan, 94.4-9 . 2) Ibid.. 97.1-7.
3) Ibid.. 81.97-115: a ls o  Qalyaparvan, 37.33 ff .
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By a much more unusua l method, Qiva a lso  g e t s  the  b e t t e r  o f  the  Bhargava
U^anas who served  as  p r i e s t  to  the  asuras. To harm the  gods, U^anas once 
immobilised Kubera with h is  yoga  power, and robbed th e  God o f  Riches of a l l  h is  
t re a s u re .  Enraged $ iva threw  the  p§ i  in to  h is  mouth and swallowed him whole. 
A fter  an e n d le s s  tim e in th e  g r e a t  God's belly , U^anas p leaded fo r  grace  
(prasadaip) and e v e n tu a l ly  £ iva r e le n te d  and to ld  him to  e x i t  th rough  h is  penis  
igaccha gignena mok§apaTpt> -  and fo r  t h i s  reaon U^anas became known as  Qukra 
(seed). The s t i l l  enraged  Qiva s tood  ready to  s lay  the  brahmin, bu t Lima 
in te rp o s e d . ’ Elsewhere, too, when th e  g r e a t  p$ i  V asi^ tha  had cu rsed  ^ iv a 's  
devotee, the  p $ i  Gptsamada, to  be a wild animal fo r  committing a s a c r i f i c i a l  
e r ro r ,  th e  g re a t  God o verru led  th e  cu rse  and bestowed im m orta li ty  and o th e r  
boons, ^
In the  Agvamedhikaparvan, th e  sage  Uttanka th r e a te n s  to  c u rse  Kp?pa, th e  
in c a rn a te  form of Vi?nu, fo r  h i s  f a i l u r e  to  preven t th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e .  To th i s  
Kp$na t a r t l y  r e to r te d :  'No human is  ab le  to  p re v a i l  over me with a l i t t l e  
tap as , '3 Not w ishing to  see  the  pp i w aste  h i s  tapas  (na ... tapaso nagamicchami) 
Kp?na proceeded to  r e v e a l  to  th e  p? i  h is  d iv ine n a tu re  and th e  reason  fo r  h is  
pe riod ic  in ca rn a t io n s .  When Uttanka f in a l ly  r e a l iz e s  Kp^pa's t r u e  n a tu r e  he i s  
duly humbled and r e q u e s t s  a s ig h t  o f  the  God's cosmic form.* The c lash  between 
th e  p?i  and th e  g r e a t  God i s  th u s  averted ,  a lthough i t  would only seem to  have 
a r i s e n  because o f  U ttanka 's  ignorance  of Kp$pa's t r u e  n a tu re .
As f u l l - t im e  s p e c i a l i s t s  in th e  p r a c t ic e  of tapas  th e  p?is, munis and 
tapodhanas a re  in th e  c ap ac i ty  o f  the  t r u ly  e x tra o rd in a ry .  However, tapas  i s  by 
no means an ex c lu s iv e  p r a c t ic e  beyond th e  reach  o f  o rd in a ry  m orta ls ,  fo r  i t  i s  
va r io u s ly  commended as  a s u re  pa th  to  the  achievement o f  ends both s p i r i t u a l  
and worldly. As Bhl?ma ex p la in s  to  Yudhi$thira, not j u s t  p § is t a n c e s to rs  and
1) Qantiparvan, 278.1-38. 2) Anugasanaparvan, 18,15-22.
3) Na ca mani t a p a s a lp e n a  ^akto abhibhavituiji pum an// Agvamedhikaparvan, 52.24. 
4> Ibid.. 52.7-14.
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gods a re  preoccupied  w ith  tapas, but so too  a re  men and a l l  o th e r  c re a tu re s ,
animate and inanimate. They a l l  succeed through  tapas  a lone  (.sidhyanti tapasa
ca te). Even th e  very  gods a t t a in e d  t h e i r  ex a l ted  p o s i t io n  th rough  tapas; and, in
tu rn , th e  s t a t u s  of  th e  gods may be a t t a in e d  through tapas.'' E lsewhere Bhi$ma
p u ts  perhaps more emphasis on the  worldly rew ards of tapas. While one may
a t t a i n  heaven and knowledge through  tapas, fame, long l i f e ,  p lea su re ,  wealth,
good hea lth ,  beauty, kingdom and power may a lso  be won.ri Perhaps Indra  bes t
sums up th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  of tapas  fo r  m orta ls  when he t e l l s  S rucava t i :
Everything i s  a t t a in e d  by tapas. Everything depends on tapas. The divine
re g io n s  of the  gods, 0 b e a u t i f u l  faced (lady) can be a t t a in e d  through
tapas, Tapas i s  th e  ro o t  o f  g r e a t  happiness. Men who renounce th e i r  
bodies a f t e r  having performed t e r r i b l e  tapas  here, a t t a i n  the  s t a t u s  of 
gods, 0 b lesse d  lady; heed th e s e  words of mine.3
While lo g ic a l ly  tapas  made a l l  c r e a tu r e s  in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  p o te n t ia l ly  equal in
term s of power, in some p a r t s  where the  pre-em inence o f  brahmins i s
uncompromisingly a s s e r t e d  over gods, asuras, rak$asas  and so on, th e  assum ption
must be th a t  i t  made them more 'equal* than the  r e s t . *  Not only a re  brahmins
sa id  to  be above th e  gods, a n c e s to rs ,  men, rak$asas  and snakes, but they have
th e  power to  make one not a god in to  a god, and even to  d iv e s t  one who i s  a
god of d iv in i ty  i t s e l f . 6 Indeed, th e  gods became d w e l le rs  in  Heaven only through
th e  g race  (p r a s a d a t ) o f  the  brahmins; and the  asuras  r e s id e  in th e  w aters
because they  d is re g a rd e d  th e  brahmins.6 I t  is  even sa id  th a t  Indra  a t t a in e d  the
k ingship  of th e  gods by reve renc ing  (sainpujayamasa> th e  brahmins consequent on
th e  advice  of th e  v i r tu o u s  demon Qambara!r  Enraged th e  brahmins could c r e a te
(.spjeyus) o th e r  worlds and o th e r  World Guardians,13
1) Qantiparvan, 155.11-13. 2) Anugasanaparvan, 57.8-11.
3) T apasa  labhya te  sarvaip sarvarp t a p a s i  t i ^ h a t i / /
Yani s th a n a n i  d iv y an i  vibudhanarp ^ubhanane/
Tapasa t a n i  p ra p y a n i  tapomulaip mahatsukham//
Iha kp tva  tap o  ghoraip deharp saipnyasya manavati/
Devatvaip y a n t i  k a ly a p i  $rbu cedaip vaco mama// Qalyaparvan, 47.13-15,
4) See e s p e c ia l ly  Anugasanaparvan, 33,1-27, 35.1-23, 36.1-19, 136.1-23.
5) Ibid.. 33,14-16. 6) Ibid.. 35.19.
7) Ibid., 36,1-19. 8) Ibid.. 136.16.
341
As well, th e re  a re  v a r io u s  examples in th e  Epic o f  more o rd inary  p a r t - t im e  
perfo rm ers  o f  tapas. They, l ike  th e  p§is, dem onstra te  th e  power of  tapas  to  
e f f e c t  the  course  o f  ev e n ts  fo r  th o se  who choose to  p r a c t i s e  i t .  More normally, 
however, they seem to  achieve t h e i r  purpose not d i r e c t l y  but th rough  the  
in te rv e n t io n  o f  a god who p r o f f e r s  the  ap p ro p r ia te  boon. But whereas the  p$ is  
o f te n  th re a te n e d  or coerced th e  gods with  t h e i r  tapas  in to  doing t h e i r  bidding, 
th e  purpose o f  ord inary  m orta ls  was more to  p lease  and ca jo le  the  c e l e s t i a l s  
in to  ex tend ing  t h e i r  fa v o u r ,1
Thus when th e  Pap<javas proceeded in to  t h e i r  f o r e s t  e x i le  they  were 
accompanied by a co ns ide rab le  horde o f  brahmins. While th e  brahmins a ssu red  
Y udhi$ th ira  th a t  he need not worry over having to  feed them fo r  they  would 
fe tc h  t h e i r  own f o r e s t  food, th e  king was g r e a t ly  t ro u b le d  in mind fo r  the  
brahmins normally l ived  on alms. Dhaumya, the  family pu roh ita , advised th a t  
Y u idh i$ th lra  should  tu rn  to  th e  Sun God fo r  re fu g e  (garapaj??) w ith  tapas  and 
yoga, fo r  the  Sun was th e  o r ig in  o f  a l l  food. Thereupon Y udh i? th ira  undertook 
th e  h ig h es t  tapas <.tapa atl$thaduttamam'). With h i s  s e n se s  conquered, l iv in g  on 
wind, perform ing yoga  with h i s  b re a th in g  con tro l led ,  Y udh i? th ira  honoured 
(arcay i tva )  th e  Sun with o b la t io n s  and o f fe r in g s  of f low ers , and r e c i t e d  the  
God's holy one-hundred  and e ig h t  names.2 Blazing l ike  a f i r e ,  the  Sun appeared 
in bodily  form to  Y u dh is th lra  and promised to  provide a l l  th e  food he should 
need fo r  th e  next tw elve  y e a r s ,3 Thus i t  is  through a m ix tu re  of tapas, yoga  
and devotion  th a t  Y udh i? th ira  o b ta in s  what he d e s i r e s  by p lea s in g  the  Sun God 
and so o b ta in in g  h is  grace.
Sim ilarly , when Y u dh is th ira  w orr ie s  about the  s t r e n g th  of the  Kauravas he 
d espa tches  Arjuna to  o b ta in  d iv ine  weapons, and i n s t r u c t s  him to  seek th e  grace
1) Although th e  tapas  o f  o rd ina ry  m orta ls  could s t i l l  be considered  a th re a t .  
When king Vasu vacated  h i s  th rone  fo r  an aframa and the  enjoyment of tapas  
<taporatim >, Indra, worried  th e  king might a s p ir e  to  be ano the r  Indra, 
convinced him t h a t  h i s  r e a l  duty  lay in ru l in g  h i s  kingdom. Adiparvan, 57,3-5.
2) Arapyakaparvan, 3 .14-30. 3) Ibid.. 4 .1-3.
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(prasadam ) of th e  gods by employing t e r r i b l e  tapas  ( tapasa  yojayatmanam-  
ugrejpa).1 So, on th e  peak of Mount Himalaya Arjuna p ra c t i s e d  extreme 
a u s t e r i t i e s ,  m ort ify ing  h i s  body. Dressed in g rass ,  bark and deersk ins ,  fo r  the  
f i r s t  month he a t e  only f r u i t  every th i rd  n ight,  while  fo r  th e  second month he 
a te  only every  s ix th  n igh t.  For th e  t h i r d  month he a te  but once a fo r tn ig h t ,  and 
then  only a dead l e a f  th a t  had f a l le n  on th e  ground. During the  fo u r th  month he 
s u b s is te d  on th e  wind alone Cvayubhak$o) while s ta n d in g  on the  t ip s  of h is  toes  
with h i s  arms up ra ised . By t h i s  s ta g e  Arjuna's  in n e r -h e a t  of tapas  had become so 
g re a t  t h a t  he covered a l l  the  fou r  d i re c t io n s  with smoke (dhumayayandigab) and 
began to  h ea t  up (saiptapayati)  th e  anxious ce les t ia ls .- '5 Thereupon Qiva did 
appear to  Arjuna but in the  g u ise  of a mountain man; and a f t e r  t e s t i n g  him in 
p e rsona l  combat, the  s a t i s f i e d  ( tu $ to )  and p leased  Cprlt lm anasm i) g r e a t  God 
allowed a l l  t h a t  Arjuna sough t.3
Elsewhere, a f t e r  the  lo v e - s t ru c k  King Jayadra tha  o f  the  Sindhus had been
manhandled and hum ilia ted  by the  Panpavas fo r  abducting  DraupadI, he performed
severe  tapas  ( tapagcacara vipulaip) to  o b ta in  from $iva th e  boon of being ab le
to  d e fe a t  a l l  th e  Pancjavas. Although £iva became p leased  <p r i t o ) with h i s  tapas
he modified Ja y a d ra th a 's  wish, a llow ing  th e  boon th a t  he would be ab le  to  s ta y
a l l  th e  Paodavas in b a t t l e  excep t Arjuna.A The P r incess  Amba, d e sp e ra te  to
avenge h e r s e l f  on Bhi§ma fo r  wrecking her m a r i ta l  p ro sp e c ts ,  r e p a i re d  to  an
agrama on th e  bank of the  Yamuna and th e re  p ra c t i s e d  superhuman tapas
( tapastepe  atimanu?am)'.
For s ix  months (she l ived)  a b s ta in in g  from food, emaciated, d r ied  out, 
with b ra ided  ha ir ,  covered with d i r t  and mire, s u b s i s t in g  on a i r  -  an 
a sc e t ic ,  immovable l ik e  a post. Proceeding to  th e  bank o f  the  Yamuna, she 
then  spen t  a n o th e r  year  s ta n d in g  in the  water, l u s t r o u s  and w ithou t food. 
Hot with wrath, s tan d in g  on the  t i p s  of he r  to es ,  she passed  a f u r th e r  
year  ( su b s i s t in g )  on one s h r iv e l le d  leaf .  For 12 y ea rs  she scorched heaven 
and e a r th  so .e
1> Ibid.. 38.10-11, 2) Ibid.. 39.21-30.
3) Ibid.. 40.27-60; 41.1-15. 4) Ibid.. 256.25-29.
5) N ira h a ra  kpga ruk?a  j a ^ l l a  m alapankin l/
$anmasanvayubhak$a ca s th a n u b h u ta  tap o d h a n a //
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B hagira tha  i s  ano the r  who perform s t e r r i b l e  tapas, in  t h i s  case  to  p r o p i t i a t e  
th e  Goddess Gang a to  ob ta in  the  boon th a t  she would descend to  e a r th  to  wash 
th e  rem ains of h i s  ancestors.'* Prince B hag ira tha  a ls o  s a t i s f i e s  < to fay  amass)
Qiva w ith  tapas  and r e c e iv e s  th e  boon he des ired  when th e  g r e a t  God agreed  to 
break th e  f a l l  of th e  Gahga upon h i s  head as i t  cascaded from heaven to  ea rth .^  
However, more o rd ina ry  m orta ls  who performed tapas  were not e n t i r e ly  
dependent upon th e  p le a s u re  of th e  gods fo r  the  fu l f i l lm e n t  of t h e i r  aims. Like 
the  p ? is  they  too  could d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t  th e  course  o f  e v e n ts  th rough the  power 
of t h e i r  tapas. Undoubtedly th e  most s p e c ta c u la r  example in the  Mababharata i s  
th a t  of Queen Gandhari, mother to  the  100 D h a r ta r a ? t ra s .  A f te r  Duryodhana had 
been s t ru c k  down by Bhima co n tra ry  to  the  r u le s  of b a t t l e  by clubs, Y udhi? th ira  
was a f f l i c t e d  by a g r e a t  f e a r  (.mahadbhayam') as  he thought of the  v i r tu o u s  
Queen Gandhari: 'Endowed with  t e r r i b l e  tapas  she could even burn down the  th re e  
worlds.3 In h i s  cau tion , Yudhi?-fhira decided to  despatch  Kp5ha to  th e  cou rt  o f  
H astinapura  to  appease G andhari, be fo re  t h e i r  own a r r iv a l ,  Y udh i? th ira  feared  
th a t  in her  anger  she would reduce  them to  ashes  (bhasmasannafr k a r ip y a t i ) with 
the  f i r e  o f  h e r  mind (manasenagnlna).* When Kp?na p re se n ted  h im se lf  before  
G andhari  he too was w ell aware o f  the  t e r r i b l e  danger: 'Through the  s t r e n g th  of 
your tapas, 0 h ighly  b lessed  (lady) you a re  capable of burning down with  your 
eyes -  ab laze  w ith  anger  -  the  anim ate and inanim ate  e a r t h . H o w e v e r ,  as 
always Kp§pa had a way w ith  words and he did manage to  m ollify  Gandhari;*
Y am unatiram asadya saipvatsaram athaparam /
Udavasaip n i r a h a r a  pa rayam asa  b h am in i/ /
C irpaparnena caikena parayam asa  caparam //
Saipvatsaraip t iv ra k o p a  p a d a n g u ? th a g r a d h i$ th l t a / /
Evaip dvada^a v a r? a n i  tapayam asa  r o d a s l /  Udyogaparvan, 187.19-22. 
1) Araoyakaparvan, 107,13-22. 2) Ibid.. 107.21 -  108.1.
3) Ghorena t a p a s a  yuktaip t ra i lokyam ap i s a  d a h e t / /  Calyaparvan, 62.10.
4) Ibid.. *62.12: se e  62.1-12.
5) £ ak ta  c a s i  mahabhage ppthivlip sa c a ra c a ra m /
Cak$u§a k rodhad ip tena  nirdagdhuip tapaso  b a l a t / /  ib id .. 62.60.
6) See Calyaparvan, 62.36-65.
344
but only tem porar ily .  When the  Paritfavas do ev en tu a l ly  a r r i v e  a t  court  Gandhari 
was again  i n te n t  on cu rs ing  Y udh i$ tM ra( but d iv in ing  her  e v i l  in te n t io n  
(papamabhiprayarp') the  sage  Vyasa appeared and exhorted  he r  no t to  cu rse  the  
Pa^qjavas but to  fo rg ive  them .1 While agree ing , G andhari  could not e n t i r e ly  
r e s t r a i n  her  anger, e s p e c ia l ly  a t  the  way Duryodhana had been s la in .  Thus when 
she met th e  f e a r f u l  Yudhi?^hira she tu rn ed  her  eyes downwards tow ards h i s  toe, 
and the  n a i l  became deformed (kvnakblbhuto>, or presumably burned. Seeing th i s  
Arjuna r e t r e a t e d  behind A rjuna 's  back, and the  o th e r  Paptjavas s t i r r e d  u n e a s i ly .=
But, as we have a lready  seen, i t  was upon Kp$na th a t  G andha r l 's  r e a l  i r e  
ev en tu a lly  s e t t l e d .  Drawing upon th e  tapas  she had amassed th rough  devotion to  
her husband,3 she cu rsed  Kp$na to  bring about the  d e s t r u c t io n  of h is  own people 
36 y e a rs  hence, b e fo re  he h im se lf  d ied  in contem ptib le  (k u ts l te n a > fash ion .4 On 
th e  face  of i t ,  t h e re  i s  c ons ide rab le  irony in a s i t u a t i o n  where a v i r tu o u s  
m ortal, drawing upon th e  power o f  tapas , de te rm ines  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  the  
in ca rn a te  form of  the  g re a t  God Vi§ou. However, th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  is  somewhat 
m it ig a ted  by th e  su g g e s t io n  in th e  t e x t  t h a t  G andhari  had merely decreed what 
Kp$na u l t im a te ly  des ired :  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  a l l  k$a tr iyas ,  includ ing  h i s  own 
people. Thus while G andhar i  pronounced he r  t e r r i b l e  words, Kp§na merely smiled 
(abhyutsmayan) b e fo re  rep ly ing: 'There i s  no o th e r  d e s t ro y e r  o f  the  Vp?pi 
m u lt i tudes ,  0 v i r tu o u s  (lady), but myself. ... They a re  Incapable  of being s la in  
by o th e r  men, or even gods or danavas. T herefo re  the  Yadavas w il l  meet with a 
d e s t r u c t io n  performed by th em se lves . ,JS The c le a r  im p lica tion  i s  th a t  Kp$pa had 
th e  power to  o v e rr id e  th e  cu rse  but chose not to. The power o f  G andha r l 's  tapas  
was e f f e c t iv e ,  but only because the  g r e a t  God allowed i t  to  be so.
1) S tr ip a rv an ,  13.1-11. 2) Ibid.. 15.7-8.
3) P a tigu^ru^aya  yanme tapah k iipc iduparjl tam / ib id .. 25.39.
4) Ibid.. 25.36-42.
5) Samharta vp?iiicakrasya nanyo madvidyate ^ubhe/ (44)
Avadhyaste n a ra i ra n y a i r a p i  va devadanavaib /
Parasparakptaip na^amatab p ra p s y a n t i  yadavaf t/ /  (45) ibid.. 25.44-45.
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In one con tex t  o r  another, then, tapas  i s  amongst th e  most e s s e n t i a l  
concepts  to  be found in the  Epic. The whole phenomenal world was brought fo r th  
by th e  c r e a t iv e  power o f  tapas, and i t  i s  a power t h a t  any c r e a tu r e  in the  
t r ip le - w o r ld  can g e n e ra te  fo r  t h e i r  own ends. For man th e  g e n e ra t io n  of tapas  
was a p o ten t  method by which he could se cu re  s p i r i t u a l  s a lv a t io n  or some 
worldly end, and more e s p e c ia l ly  th e  l a t t e r  in the  Mahabharata. Consequently i t  
enabled man to  take  s u b s ta n t i a l  charge  of h is  own d e s t in y  i f  he so chose to, 
and th i s  was as  t r u e  fo r  th e  orthodox p r a v p t t i  t r a d i t i o n  as fo r  the  
ren u n c ia to ry  n i v p t t i  t r a d i t i o n  with which tapas  i s  perhaps more normally 
assoc ia ted .
Knowledge, a s  a means of a t t a in in g  human ends, had been of th e  f i r s t  
importance a s  e a r ly  as  th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n ,  fo r  th e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  the  m yste rious  
s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l ,  and the  power of brahman t h a t  made i t  e f f e c t iv e ,  could only 
be tapped with  p roper  knowledge. According to  one l a t e r  t e x t ,  w ithout c o r re c t  
knowledge th e  s a c r i f i c e  was no b e t t e r  than  an o f fe r in g  poured on dead a s h e s .1 
Indeed, w ithout knowledge the  s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l  and mantras  could be p o s i t iv e ly  
dangerous because  o f  th e  power th a t  Inhered in them.
The g o a ls  t h a t  Vedic man sought from the  s a c r i f i c e  were wealth, power, 
hea lth ,  progeny and o th e r  forms of worldly p ro sp e r i ty ,  a long  with  permanent 
Im m orta lity  in heaven a f t e r  death . But by the  l a t e  Brahmapas t h e r e  were s ig n s  
o f  a growing pessimism tow ards l i f e ,  the  o r ig in s  o f  which a re  not fu l ly  c lea r .  
As the  id ea s  o f  saipsara, karma and the  c y c l ica l  concept of Time came to  be 
in c re as in g ly  accepted  and defined, the  world took on a much more f r ig h te n in g  
aspec t .  By comparison, th e  rew ards t h a t  s a c r i f i c i a l  knowledge could y ield , while 
no t to  be d ism issed, seemed of much l e s s  importance. As a consequence, th e  
mental e n e rg ie s  o f  th e  time came to  be d i re c te d  away from th e  s a c r i f i c e  and
1) T.J, Hopkins, The Hindu R elig ious  T rad it ion , p.31
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towards th e  search  fo r  a form of r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n  t h a t  would be t r u ly  
permanent, f r e e  of the  co rro s iv e  e f f e c t  o f  Time, change and death.
The Upani$ads e s p e c ia l ly  dem onstra te  the  degree to  which q u e s t io n s  
concerning the  u l t im a te  n a tu re  o f  man and the  phenomenal world of which he was 
a p a r t  became the  predominant I n t e l l e c tu a l  concerns. The tea c h in g s  in the  
Upanl$ads a r e  h igh ly  s p e c u la t iv e  and agreement i s  not easy  to  come by. To the  
ex te n t  to  which th e r e  i s  a c e n t r a l  teach ing  i t  i s  t h a t  the  e s s e n t i a l  s e l f  of 
man, normally ca l led  th e  atman, i s  e i t h e r  o f  the  same n a tu re  as  or i s  a c tu a l ly  
id e n t ic a l  with the  u l t im a te  o r  a b s o lu te  r e a l i t y  o f  the  u n iverse ,  normally ca lled  
Brahman -  where Brahman i s  perce ived  a s  a changeless  s t a t e  o f  being^ beyond 
space and time, which upheld or pervaded th e  phenomenal world. I t  followed, o r  so 
i t  was g e n e ra l ly  agreed, th a t  man s u f f e re d  because of h i s  ignorance of th e  t ru e  
n a tu re  of  r e a l i t y .  Obliv ious to  h i s  t im e le s s  and immortal cen tre ,  man pursued  
worldly d e s i r e s  in  a vain a t tem p t to  s a t i s f y  h is  f a l s e  no tion  of  Ind iv idua l se lf ;  
and by the  law of karma th e  consequences of h is  a c t io n s  p rope l led  him through 
time from l i f e  to  l i f e ,  and m isery to  misery. According to  the  Upani?adic 
d iagnos is  s a lv a t io n  could only come from f u l l  i n tu i t i v e  knowledge of the  
r e l a t io n s h ip  between th e  in d iv id u a l 's  t im e le s s  s e l f  and th e  u l t im a te  ground of 
th e  un iverse , in the  l ig h t  of which e ve ry th ing  to  do w ith  th e  t r a n s ie n t  
phenomenal world could only seem d i s t a s t e f u l .  And once w orldly  d e s i r e s  had been 
forsaken, one became f r e e  of th e  law of karma and th e  m isery of end less  
t ra n sm ig ra t io n .  So a t  dea th  the  m orta l  body perished , while  th e  immortal soul, 
w ith  no karmic consequences to  bind i t  to  phenomenal ex is te n ce ,  a t t a in e d  mok$a 
or  l ib e r a t io n  from th e  m a te r ia l  world. The p u rsu i t  o f  t h i s  sav ing  knowledge was 
considered  exac t ing  indeed, but th rough  i t  man could dete rm ine  h is  d e s t in y  in 
th e  most u l t im a te  sense, and a t t a i n  a s t a t e  o f  'freedom' t h a t  t ranscended  the  
phenomenal world. As th e  sage  Yajnavalkya put i t  in th e  Brhadarapyakopani?ad  
'Verily, while we a re  h e re  we may know th is .  I f  you have known i t  not, g r e a t  i s  
the  d e s t ru c t io n .  Those who know t h i s  become Immortal. But o th e r s  go only to
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so rrow , '1
While t h i s  much was g e n e ra l ly  agreed  th e re  remained e n d le s s  room fo r  
d isagreem ent on th e  p re c i s e  n a tu r e  o f  atman and Brahman, th e  r e la t io n s h ip  
between th e  two, the  p o s i t io n  of a pe rsona l  god i f  any, the  mechanism of 
bondage, t ra n s m ig ra t io n  and r e le a s e ,  and so on. Such q u e s t io n s  were to  be the 
pe re n n ia l  p reoccupa tion  of Hindu th in k e rs  from then  on. N ever the less ,  the  
importance of knowledge as a means by which the  in d iv id u a l  could determ ine  h is  
des tin y  and a t t a i n  s a lv a t io n  remained c o n s ta n t .57
The l a t e r  Upani§ads a lso  p re se n t  an a r ra y  of te a c h in g s  on techn iques  of 
mental and phys ica l  'd i s c ip l in e ' ,  or yoga a s  i t  was to  be ca lled ,  which 
f a c i l i t a t e d  th e  a t ta in m en t  o f  sav ing  knowledge, The purpose  o f  yoga  was to  
c o n tro l  th e  bodily  functions ,  s e n se s  and then the  m ental p ro ce sse s  u n t i l  
eve ry th ing  t h a t  was n o n - s e l f  was brought to  r e s t ,  a llowing the  t r u e  immortal 
s e l f  to  be revea led . Yoga involved va ried  p ra c t ic e s  fo r  m o rt ify in g  th e  f le sh ,  
d i s c ip l in in g  th e  body, c o n tro l l in g  the  b rea th ing , m ed ita t ion  Cdhyana> and 
a b so rp t ion  (samadhi).3 Many o f  th e se  p ra c t ic e s ,  the  o r ig in s  o f  which l i e  both 
in s id e  and o u ts id e  of th e  orthodox t r a d i t io n ,  a re  of cou rse  s im i la r  to  those  
examined above fo r  the  g en e ra t io n  of tapas.* But h e re  th e  tapas  g e n e ra te d  by 
yoga  i s  viewed as  an ad junct to  knowledge, fo r  i t  i s  th rough  knowledge th a t  man
saves  h im se lf  and de te rm ines  h is  fa te .
Encyclopaedia t h a t  i t  is ,  th e  Mahabharata e x h ib i ts  a range  o f  a t t i t u d e s  
towards l i f e  w ith  Upani?adic pessimism being only one. Perhaps th e  wise Vldura 
p u ts  th e  view b e s t  in a pa ra b le  on l i f e  to  King D h p ta ra ? f ra  who was f i l l e d  with
g r i e f  a t  the  news o f  Duryodhana's death. Vidura r e l a t e s  t h a t  once a c e r t a in
brahmin found h im se lf  in a l a rg e  f o r e s t  abounding in t e r r i b l e  b e a s t s  o f  prey.
1) Bphadarapyakopani§ad, 4.4.14, in R. Hume, o p .c i t . . p. 142.
2) R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, pp.45-63; M. Eliade, Yoga ... o p .c i t . . pp .114-17.
3) See Eliade, Yoga ... op .c it . .  pp. 117-27.
4) cf. Ibid.. pp .101-114.
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The brahmin ran  around in  g r e a t  f e a r  but he could not escape  the  f o re s t  fo r  i t  
was surrounded by a ne t ,  and a fearsome woman s tood  th e re  s t r e tc h in g  her arms. 
Now in t h a t  f o r e s t  was a p i t  covered over with h e rb s  and c re e p e rs  from a t re e ,  
and the  f r a n t i c  brahmin soon tumbled in to  i t  and became en tang led  in the 
c re e p e rs  t h a t  l e f t  him hanging head downwards, From t h i s  u n fo r tu n a te  p os it ion  
th e  brahmin no ticed  a l a rg e  snake a t  th e  bottom of th e  p i t  w a iting  fo r  h is  f a l l ,  
while nearby a mighty e lephan t approached a t  the  top. About th e  mouth of the  
p i t  flew many d rea d fu l  bees a t t r a c t e d  to  the  honey th a t  dripped from a 
honeycomb on th e  t r e e ;  and, w orst of a l l ,  black and w hite  r a t s  gnawed a t  the  
r o o ts  of th e  t r e e  from which he hung. N evertheless , d e s p i t e  h is  d i re  p l ig h t ,  th e  
brahmin g re e d i ly  drank th e  honey unable to  s a t e  h is  t h i r s t  fo r  i t ;  and nor did 
he ever  lo se  hope o f  l i f e , 1 Vidura then explained how t h i s  pa rab le , r e c i te d  by 
those  conversan t with mok$a, r e p re se n te d  the  t e r r i b l e  world of  sarnsara. The 
f o r e s t  was th e  wide world, while  th e  t e r r i b l e  b e a s t s  w ith in  were d ise a s e s  and 
the  fearsome woman was dec rep itu d e  which des troyed  youth and beauty. The p i t  
was th e  body of embodied c re a tu re s ,  and the  huge snake w ith in  was Time, the  
d e s t ro y e r  of a l l  embodied beings, The c re e p e rs  by which th e  brahmin was 
suspended re p re s e n te d  man's d e s i r e  fo r  l i f e  while th e  g r e a t  e lephan t with s ix  
faces  and twelve f e e t  was th e  year, i t s  faces  being th e  seasons  and i t s  f e e t  
the  months. The r a t s  gnawing a t  th e  t r e e  were the  days and n ig h ts  which 
rem o rse le ss ly  e a t  away the  l i f e  o f  m orta ls .  The bees were th e  d e s i r e s  of men 
and th e  sw eet honey was th e  p le a s u re  to  be had from feed ing  th e s e  d e s ire s .  
Concluded Vidura: 'The wise, who unders tand  th e  course  of the  wheel of 
t ra n s m ig ra t io n  to  be so, break th e  bonds of l i f e ' s  wheel th rough  i t . ,3?
While no doubt someone w ith  th e  more v io len t  and g lu t to n o u s  i n s t i n c t s  o f  
Bhimasena would have considered  V idura 's  p e s s im is t ic  words a s  so much p r a t t l e ,
1) S tr ip a rv an ,  5 .3-22.
2) Evaip sa ipsaracakrasya  parivpttii]i  sma ye vidufr/
Te va i  sa ipsaracakrasya  pa^aiigchindanti  va i  b u d h a h //  ibid.. 6.12; see  6.1-11.
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i t  n e v e r th e le s s  r e f l e c t e d  deeply held  a t t i t u d e s  about th e  lo t  o f  m ortals . 
Throughout th e  p h i lo soph ica l  (e sp e c ia l ly  the  Mok$adharma') and d id a c t ic  s e c t io n s  
of  th e  Mahabharata/ we find  many tea c h in g s  proclaim ing some I n t e l l e c tu a l  formula 
through which men could a t t a i n  s a lv a t io n  from the  t e r r o r s  o f  saipsara. To in fe r  
th a t  th e  tea c h in g s  a re  'in exac t ,  hazy, s y n c r e t i s t i c ,  and poorly  o rgan ised  ideas ',  
a s  does E l ia d e ,1 i s  perhaps a l i t t l e  s trong , though not e n t i r e l y  unfounded. I t  
would be more a c c u ra te  to  poin t  out th a t  th e  p r in c ip a l  Upani?adic s p e c u la t io n s  
on th e  n a tu r e  of man and r e a l i t y  were, in succeeding  c e n tu r ie s ,  to  be developed 
by th in k e rs  in to  th e  s ix  orthodox schools  o f  c l a s s i c a l  Hindu philosophy. The 
Mahabharata r e p r e s e n t s  an inbetween period  when p h ilo so p h ica l  id ea s  and 
p o s i t io n s  were s t i l l  being worked out. Many e s s e n t i a l  id ea s  a re  th e re  but i t  is  
not u n t i l  th e  p o s t-E p ic  period t h a t  they a t t a i n  the  s t a t u s  o f  fo rm alised  
systems. I f  any s e t  o f  ideas  could be s a id  to  predom inate  i t  would be th o se  
th a t  would become th e  Saipkhya and Yoga schools. But i t  would take  us f a r  
beyond our  to p ic  to  t r y  to  u n rave l  the  ideas  and in f lu e n c e s  a t  work in the  Epic 
on th e  a t ta in m e n t  o f  th e  sav ing  knowledge n ecessa ry  fo r  mokfa.^ In any case, 
Saipkhya and Yoga id ea s  a re  perhaps b e s t  developed in the  Bhagavadgita, and we 
s h a l l  examine them more thoroughly  there .
At t h i s  po in t  i t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  emphasise what th e  Mahabharata f re q u e n tly
does. F i r s t ly ,  knowledge i s  th e  key to  sa lv a t io n .  As th e  sage  Vyasa, exp la in ing
Yoga and Saipkhya t o  h i s  son £uka, p u ts  i t :
Now i f  (a man) i s  to  be en ligh tened , he should  s t r u g g l e  with th e  mind.
For one r i s in g  and s ink ing  (in th e  cycle o f  t ra n sm ig ra t io n ) ,  knowledge i s  
l ike  a r a f t .  The wise, th rough  t h e i r  unders tand ing  of th e  causes  (of
1) Eliade, Yoga ... op .c lt . .  p. 127,
2) The most thorough s tu d i e s  (a t  l e a s t  o f  th e  Vulgate  E d it ion )  a re  E.W. Hopkins, 
The G reat Epic o f  India: I t s  C haracte r  and Origin, pp.85-190 and E.W. Hopkins, 
'Y oga-technique in th e  G reat Epic', Jou rna l  o f  th e  American O r ie n ta l  Society. 
vo l .xx ii  (1901), pp.333-79; a ls o  S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, pp.501-5. 
For an e x c e l le n t  c o l l a t io n  and t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l  ph i lo soph ica l  
s e c t io n s  o f  th e  Mok$adharmat s e e  F. Edgerton (ed,), The beg inn ings o f  Indian 
Philosophy, pp.256-334.
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bondage), a re  ab le  to  re sc u e  (even) th e  fo o l ish  w ith  th e  r a f t s  (of 
knowledge). The fo o l i s h  can never rescue  them selves  ( le t  alone) o th e r s .1
Secondly, the  knowledge req u ired  fo r  s a lv a t io n  i s  no mere i n t e l l e c tu a l  wisdom
passed  from te a c h e r  to  s tu d e n t ,  but e x p e r ie n t ia l  knowledge to  be a t t a in e d  by a
r ig o ro u s  p rocess  of p h y s ica l  and m ental d isc ip l in e .  As in th e  l/panl$ads, human
e f f o r t  and e x e r t io n  o f  the  h ig h e s t  o rder  were n ecessa ry  fo r  the  a t ta inm en t  of
sa lv a t io n .  Bhi§ma, fo r  in s tance ,  s u g g e s t s  the  r ig o u rs  and the  reward to
Y udhi^thira:
Seeing b i r th ,  death , old age, s u f fe r in g ,  s ic k n e ss  and mental w eariness  
woven in to  t h i s  world, an i n te l l i g e n t  (man) should s t r i v e  fo r  l ib e ra t io n .  
Free from p r id e  he should be pure  in mind, body and speech. Calm, endued 
with  knowledge, i n d i f f e r e n t  (to worldly o b jec ts )  he should wander 
un troub led  as a r e l i g io u s  mendicant. ... (but) Without a doubt, he who, 
with mind s tead ied ,  i s  in d i f f e r e n t ,  f r e e  of a l l  t i e s ,  wanders alone, e a t s  
l i t t l e ,  perform s tapas, r e s t r a i n s  h is  senses , burns away s u f f e r in g  with 
knowledge, i s  devoted to  th e  performance of yoga , and has h is  s e l f  
co n tro l led ,  a t t a i n s  the  Absolu te  (BrahmanX2
Thirdly, while form ally  Saipkhya emphasises knowledge and Yoga emphasises
a c t iv i t y  fo r  the  a t ta in m en t  o f  r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n ,  a t  v a r io u s  p o in ts  i t  i s
accepted  th a t  the  two approaches a re  more t r u ly  oppos ite  s id e s  of the  same
coin. That is , th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  Yoga p resupposes  the  knowledge o f  Saipkhya, while
th e  knowledge of Saipkhya i s  only m eaningful with the  a c t i v i t y  of  Yoga. The
1) Atha ced rocayede taddruhyeta  manasa t a t h a /
Unmajjahgca nimajjah^ca jn an av an p lav av an b h av e t/ /
P rajnaya n i rm ita i rd h i r a s ta r a y a n ty a b u d h a n p la v a lh /
Nabudhastarayantyanyanatm anam  va kathaipcana// Qantiparvan, 228.1-2. Also 
see  gan tip a rv an , 17.22-23, 207.1-7, 210.28, 231.5, 233.7-11, 241.5-13, 242.10- 
24, 289.7-8, 306.84, A^vamedhikaparvan, 42.41-42, 47.1-4 , 49.3.
2) Janmam ptyujaraduljkhairvyadhibhirmanasah klamaih/
D r? tvemaij[i saqitataip lokarji gha^enmok?aya buddhiman/7 (2)
Vahmanobhy aip ( jarireija  $ucih syadanahaipkrtah/
P ra^an to  jhanavanbhiks?urn irapek?agcare tsukham // (3)
Nilisaipdigdhamaniho vai muktaft s a rv a p a r lg ra h a ih /
V iv ik ta c a r l  lag h v a ^ i  t a p a s v i  n iy a ten d riy a fr / /  (15)
Jnanadagdhaparik le^ah  p ra y o g a ra t i ra tm a v a n /
Ni?pracareija  manasa paraip t a d a d h ig a c c h a t i / /  Qantiparvan, 208.2-3 & 15-16.
The ph y s ic a l  and m ental d i s c ip l in e s  recommended fo r  t ran sfo rm ing  i n t e l l e c tu a l  
aw areness  o f  the  n a tu re  o f  r e a l i t y  in to  i n tu i t i v e  r e a l i s a t i o n  a re  d iscussed  
in many p laces , a l though  concensus on almost any th ing  in the  Mahabharata 
would be too  much to  hope for. See £an tlpa rvan , 17.15-23, 188.1-22, 208.15- 
19, 222.1-24, 228.4-38, 231.5-20, 232.1-34, 242.2-7, 294.6-25, 304.12-17, 
Aq:vamedhikaparvan, 42.41-61, 50.1-6 , 50.22-37,
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d i f fe re n c e  i s  u l t im a te ly  one of em phasis.1 Fourth ly , th e  Saipkhya and Yoga 
tea c h in g s  s p e c i f ic a l ly  warn th e  t r u e  r e l ig io u s  seeke r  a g a in s t  being d i s t r a c t e d  
by the  e x tra o rd in a ry  s u p e rn a tu ra l  powers to  be a t t a in e d  through  the  d i sc ip l in e  
o f  yoga.2 Their  p u r s u i t  was unworthy and would make th e  yogin  l i t t l e  more than 
a magician. There i s  an obvious comparison h e re  between th e  n i v p t t i  p $ is  In te n t  
on mok$a, and the  p r a v p t t i  p $ is  b u s i ly  amassing tapas,
The f in a l  means we s h a l l  d is c u s s  by which m orta ls  could e f f e c t  t h e i r  own 
d e s t in y  i s  t h a t  o f  worship o f  a p e rso n a l  god. Through worship the  devotee  could 
win th e  g rac e  and favour  of th e  god in the  achievement o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  end, be 
i t  worldly or s p i r i t u a l .  The Hindu term normally app lied  to  t h i s  approach i s  
th a t  o f  bhaktimarga, o r  th e  way o f  devo tiona l  f a i t h  and love to  a p e rso n a l  God. 
The word bhakti, along with  th e  r e l a t e d  words bhagavat and bhagavat.at i s  
derived  from th e  S an sk r i t  roo t  bhaj which, in t h i s  sense , has  th e  meaning to  
adore, rev e re ,  love,3 Thus bhakti  has th e  primary sense  o f  'a d o ra t io n ' or 'love' 
while bhagavat means ' th e  Adorable One', and bhagavata , 'a w orsh ipper of the  
Adorable One.1
Although bhakti  was to  become an e s s e n t i a l  element in th e  r e l ig io n  of 
perhaps 90 per cent o f  Hindus, and has continued to  have th e  g r e a t e s t  po ss ib le  
e f f e c t  on Hinduism,4 i t s  importance in th e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n  came s u rp r i s in g ly  
la te .  Some a u th o rs  have sought th e  o r ig in s  of bhakti  w ith in  th e  Vedas, po in ting  
to  c e r t a in  d evo tiona l  e lem ents  such as the  p? i  V a s i^ th a 's  s u p p l ic a to ry  hymns to  
Varupa as  a god o f  grace  and mercy.s  And th e re  i s  no doubt t h a t  Vedic man
1) cf. Qantiparvan, 289.1-9 , 293.29-30, 295.42-46.
2) cf. ibid.. 228.37, 232.21-22, 289.26-29.
3) Monier-Williams, op .c it . .  p.743.
4) G. Grierson, 'Bhakti-m arga ' in Hastings, op .c it . .  vo l .2, pp.539-51.; G. Grierson, 
'The NarSyapiya and th e  Bhagavatas ',  Indian Antiquary, vo l .37 <1908), p.251; 
T.J, Solomon, 'Early  Vaispava Bhakti and i t s  Autochthonous H er itag e ' in 
H is to ry  of R elig ions, vol. 10, no. 1 (1970), pp.32-3 ,
5) R.N. Dandekar, E x e rc ise s  in Indology, p t.3 , pp. 113-121; M. Dasgupta, Qraddha 
and Bhakti in Vedic L i te r a tu r e ,  Pt, 1', Indian H is to r i c a l  Q uarte r ly ,  vol.6 
(1930), pp.327-8; E.W. Hopkins, E th ics  of India, p.8.
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believed  th a t  a l l  s o r t s  of p e rso n a l  and s p i r i t u a l  b e n e f i t s  could be won from the  
favour of th e  gods duly p leased  by an a p p ro p r ia te  a t t i t u d e  o f  supp lica tion . At 
the  same time we may heed Wayman's view th a t  bhakti, in th e  sense  of love of 
god, i s  not to  be found in the  Vedas fo r  in the  worship of Varupa the  'mood was 
of  u t t e r  h e lp le s s n e s s  b e fo re  a mighty fea red  power (" s te rn  fa th e r" )  (while) to  
Indra  ( the) mood was s o l i c i t a t i o n  of former comradeship and favou rs  ("indulgent 
m other"). '1
Perhaps i t  i s  t h i s  very lack o f  loving devo tiona l fe rv o u r  th a t  p a r t ly  
exp la in s  why by the  Brahmanas th e  e a r ly  Vedic t r e n d s  tow ards a t r u ly  t h e i s t i c  
p o s i t io n  p e te re d  out as a l l  th e  Vedic gods l o s t  t h e i r  im portance to  the  
s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l .  Consequently when l a t e r  Vedic man d e s ire d  to  achieve some 
end he tu rned  not to  the  gods but to  the  power of th e  s a c r i f i c e  and h is  own 
tapas. As the  s t a t u r e  o f  th e  gods diminished, so man's f a i t h  in h is  own powers 
rose.
The s i t u a t i o n  did not immediately change even when the  s ig n i f ic a n c e  of the  
s a c r i f i c e  began to  be questioned . I n te l l e c tu a l  ene rg ies ,  as  we have seen, were 
d ire c te d  not tow ards the  search  fo r  a supreme p e rso n a l  God, but tow ards 
de fin ing  man's r e l a t io n s h ip  to  th e  u l t im a te  ground of th e  u n iverse ,  the  
impersonal Absolute  c a lled  Brahman, I t  was pantheism and monism, r a th e r  than 
theism, th a t  came to  th e  fore. Sa lva t ion  was to  be a t t a in e d  by knowledge gained 
through s t r e n u o u s  d isc ip l in e ,  and not by th e  g race  o f  a p e rso n a l  God.
But by the  time of  the  l a t e r  Upanipads and the  Epics th e  s i t u a t io n  had 
begun to  change again. This was a period  of c r i s i s  fo r  th e  orthodox t r a d i t io n .  
Faced with th e  cha llenge  from he terodox f a i t h s  and th e  perhaps m assive exodus 
of s o c ie ty 's  d i s i l lu s io n e d  in to  f o r e s t  and monastic r e t r e a t s  of one s o r t  or 
another, brahmin i n t e l l e c t u a l s  f r e e ly  adap ted  th e  a l l  too  r i t u a l i s t i c  and 
i n t e l l e c tu a l  orthodox t r a d i t i o n  to  make i t  a more popular  and v iab le  r e l ig io u s
1) A. Wayman, 'Early  Bhakti' in J. Elder (ed), C iv i l i s a t io n  of India  S y l la b u s .
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system. C r i t i c a l  to  t h e i r  e f f o r t  was the  acceptance in to  th e  brahmanical system 
of th e  g r e a t  popular i n t e r e s t  in p e rso n a l  anthropomorphic gods, which had 
f lo u r ish e d  a l l  th e  time o u ts id e  the  bounds of  orthodoxy. Thus, in th e  
f v e t agvat-ara and Kaiha Upanipads e sp ec ia l ly ,  we see  th e  emergence of a more or 
l e s s  f u l l  form of theism  with the  p e rso n a l  God Rudra~£iva being s e t  above the 
unconditioned Bradman. However, th e  old Vedic Rudra i s  now no longer one god 
among many but the  Great Lord (mahegvara) who emanates, upholds and reab so rb s  
the  u n iv e rse  in to  h i s  own being. He i s  the  F i r s t  Cause, the  omnipotent and 
omniscient r u l e r  of the  un iverse , who tran scen d s  both th e  p e r is h a b le  world and 
th e  im perishab le  Brahman. 1
But i t  i s  not u n t i l  th e  Mahabharata t h a t  we f ind  rev e a le d  the  f u l l  ex te n t  
of  th e  t h e i s t i c  and devo tiona l  su rge  th a t  had b u i l t  up la rg e ly  o u ts id e  of the  
orthodox t r a d i t i o n . s  I t  i s  in th e  Mahabharata t h a t  we f i r s t  fu l ly  glimpse the  
complex o f  b e l i e f s  and t r a d i t i o n s  th a t  had grown up around Vi?pu, Qiva, and to  a 
l e s s e r  e x te n t  Brahma. We have a lready  seen how a l l  th re e  a re  v a r io u s ly  
described  in t h e i s t i c  fash ion  as  th e  Supreme God who i s  the  o r ig in  of a l l  t h a t  
i s  o th e r  than  Himself. U ltim ate ly  i t  i s  Vi$pu who re c e iv e s  th e  most a t t e n t io n ,  
though fo r tu n a te ly  the  Epic f a l l s  sh o r t  of o u t r ig h t  s e c ta r ia n ism  fo r  a l l  th re e  
g re a t  Gods come with t h e i r  own w ell-developed  cosmology, theology and 
mythology.
The im portance o f  the  Mahabharata a s  a d e vo tiona l  t e x t  has been e sp e c ia l ly  
emphasised in  r e c e n t  works. Madeleine Blardeau has termed th e  Mahabharata ' le  
monument p r in c ip a l ,  e t  sans  dou te  le  p lus  ancien, de la  bhakti.'3 I t  i s  a view 
which H i l te b e i t e l  r e a d i ly  endorses: *The point of d e p a r tu re  fo r  t h i s  s tudy  i s  
th u s  an assum ption not widely sha red  but, n e v e r th e le s s ,  compelling in i t s
1) See R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, pp.80-82; and R.C. Zaehner, Hindu and Muslim 
Mysticism, pp. 1-85,
2) Solomon, e s p ec ia l ly ,  f in d s  i t  more p r o f i ta b le  to  se a rc h  fo r  th e  o r ig in s  of 
Hindu devo tiona lism  in  the  au tochthonous non-Aryan r e l i g io u s  t r a d i t io n ,  
Solomon, op .c it . .  pp.32-48.
3> M. Biardeau, L'Hindouisme: Anthropologie d*une c iv i l i s a t io n ,  p.78.
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widening ap p lic a t io n ,  t h a t  the  Mahabharata in i t s  c l a s s i c a l  form i s  a work of 
bhakti th rough  and th ro u g h , '1 However, we may q u es tio n  whether bhakti , a t  l e a s t  
in the  sense  o f  loving devotion, i s  not being here  confused  w ith  the  p ra i s e  due 
to  any t h e i s t i c  god.
For th e  devo tees  of Vi$pu, £ iva and Brahma, the  supremacy of  th e i r  s p e c ia l  
God as  th e  God was undoubted, and th e  p a r t  they a re  deemed to  play in the  
t r ip le - w o r ld  has  been examined above. As they  were considered  by t h e i r  devotees  
to  be th e  being than  whom th e re  was none g re a te r ,  they  a re  worthy o f  th e  most 
thorough-go ing  p r a i s e  and honour,"- Occasionally  th e  p r a i s e  i s  o f fe red  up with a 
s p e c i f ic  purpose  in mind, to  which the  g re a t  God then responds. Thus in the  
Anu$asanaparvan v a r io u s  g re a t  s a g e s  s te p  forward to  t e l l  Y udh i^ th ira  of the  
b e n e f i t s  they  had rece ived  th rough the  worship o f  Qiva. Kp$na Dvaipayana r e l a t e s  
how h is  wish fo r  a son had been f u l f i l l e d  a f t e r  he had r e c i t e d  a s to t r a  of 
p r a i s e  to  ^ iv 01*3 The sages  Valmiki and Jamadagnya, g u i l t y  of the  s in  of 
brahminicide, p ra ise d  $iva with h is  names and sought h is  re fuge . When £iva was 
s a t i s f i e d  ( tu p to )  he p u r i f ie d  them of s in  and in ad d it io n  bestowed on 
Jamadagnya in v in c ib i l i ty  and v a r io u s  d iv ine  weapons.A The p? i  Gptsamada a lso  
sought the  p ro te c t io n  o f  $ iva a f t e r  he had been cu rsed  by Vasis^ha to  become a 
deer  fo r  committing a s a c r i f i c i a l  e r ro r .  Overrid ing the  curse , Qiva a lso  bestowed 
th e  boons of im m orta li ty  and freedom from s u f f e r in g .3 The p§ l  Galava r e l a t e s  
t h a t  upon th e  completion of h i s  s tu d i e s  he had rece ived  perm ission  from h is  
guru  V i^vam itra  to  r e t u r n  home where h is  f a th e r  was a i l in g .  Anxious he would 
not see  h is  f a th e r  again, he p ra ise d  £iva, and the  God r e s to re d  h is  f a th e r 's  
h e a l th .3
But in t h i s  p ra ise ,  and in  much of  th e  Mahabharata a s  a whole, th e re  i s  a
1) A. H i l te b e i te l ,  'The Two Kp^pas on One Chariot: Upani?adic Imagery and Epic 
Mythology', H istory  o f  R e lig io n s , vol,24, no.l (1984), p .l .
2) cf. th e  sahasranam asto tras  to  Qiva and Vi$nu. Anugasanaparvan, 13-17, 135.
3) Anuq:asanaparvan, 18.1-3. 4) Ibid.. 18.7-13.
5) Ibid.. 18.15-22. 6) Ibid.. 18.38-44.
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marked lack of th e  devo tiona l  warmth and fe rv o u r  th a t  came to  c h a ra c te r i s e  
Puraijic Hinduism; a lthough  e n te r in g  in to  a warm, em otional r e l a t io n s h ip  of 
bhakti  love w ith  th e  God of u n iv e r s a l  d e s t ru c t io n  may have p re se n ted  e x tra  
d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  I t  i s  a ls o  no tew orthy  th a t  in most in s ta n c e s  where m orta ls  
approach a g r e a t  God fo r  th e  achievement of a s p e c i f ic  end, i t  i s  not fulsome 
p ra ise ,  l e t  a lone loving devotion, t h a t  they  o f fe r  but tapas. A fte r  the  
performance o f  th e  most ex ac t in g  a u s t e r i t i e s ,  th e  ' s a t i s f i e d '  o r  'p lea sed ' God 
would o f f e r  th e  d e s ire d  boon or an a p p ro p r ia te  m odif ica tion . While fo r  the  
le s s e r  gods tapas  was o f te n  l i t t l e  more than a th in ly  ve i le d  th re a t ,  fo r  th e  
g re a t  Gods i t s  performance could be taken  a s  a m easure of  th e  w orsh ipper 's  
devotion ( fo r  in s tance ,  when A rundhatl  cooked ju ju b es  fo r  Qiva). N everthe less , 
th e  o f fe r in g  o f  tapas  was s t i l l  a f a r  cry from the  Purapas  where even th e  
sm a l le s t  show of devotion  i s  normally s u f f i c i e n t  to  b r ing  the  g r e a t  God 
hurry ing  to  th e  rescue , even where th e  devotee may seem o th e rw ise  u ndese rv ing ,1 
I t  i s  a s  i f  th e  Epic 's  theism  had r e s to re d  God to  His supremacy over the  
c re a te d  world w ithou t ye t  tak in g  away from man th e  im portance he had a r ro g a te d  
to  h im se lf  th rough the  s a c r i f i c e  and tapas.
The Mahabharata's claim to  being a work o f  bhakti  would seem to  r e s t  
p r in c ip a l ly  w ith  the  importance o f  th e  Bhagavadgita  where Kp$ba, with a l l  th e  
atm osphere o f  a profound and s e c r e t  new re v e la t io n ,  i n s t r u c t s  Arjuna t h a t  not 
only should  man love God, but t h a t  God loves  man and w i l l  f r e e ly  r e c ip ro c a te  
the  love o f fe r e d  to  him. I f  man made th e  e f f o r t  to  love God, then  God would l i f t  
him up to  s a lv a t io n .  The r e v e la t io n  was of  th e  p ro foundes t  importance fo r  the  
Hindu t r a d i t io n ,  and from our po in t  of view too fo r  w ith  i t  th e  emphasis 
sw itched d e c is iv e ly  from man's e f f o r t  to  God's e f f o r t .  God's supremacy and man's 
su bserv ience  were now unden iab le .2 Even then, th e  lov ing  devotion  o r  bhakti  of 
th e  G ita  i s  a much more sober  a f f a i r  than th a t  of th e  f u l ly  developed Hindu
1) cf. O 'F laherty, The O rig ins  of Evil  ... op .c it . .  pp.231-37.
2) See below pp.415-21.
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t r a d i t i o n .1
Outside o f  the  (?Jta th e  in s ta n c e s  o f  bhakti  based on re c ip ro c a l  love and
devotion seem r e l a t i v e ly  few, and to  be confined to  some l a t e r  V ai$nav ite
in te rp o la t io n s .  In th e  $antiparvant King Janamejaya does o u t l in e  to  Vaiqampayana
the  s u p e r io r i ty  and immediacy of exc lu s ive  devotion to  Vi?nu compared to  o th e r
approaches to  s a lv a t io n :
Aho, the  b lesse d  Hari i s  d e l ig h te d  with a l l  who a re  e x c lu s iv e ly  devoted to 
(Him). And the  b lessed  (Lord) accep ts  th e  adora t ion , undertaken  according 
to  ordinance, (which i s  o f fe re d )  to  Him. ... Those persons  who are  
ex c lu s iv e ly  devoted (to  Hari) go to  the  h ig h es t  end. Undoubtedly t h i s  
r e l ig io n  o f  exc lu s ive  devotion, which i s  dear  to  N arayana( i s  the  most 
e x c e l le n t  s ince, w ithou t pass in g  through th e  th r e e  s ta g e s  (of l i f e )  they 
go (d ire c t ly )  to  the  immutable Hari. I consider  the  way of  those  
e x c lu s iv e ly  devoted (to  Hari) to  be s u p e r io r  to  th o se  brahmins who, duly 
abiding by requ irem en ts , s tudy  the  Ifetfas w ith  th e  Upanipads according to  
the  ord inances , and a lso  to  th o se  who follow th e  r e l ig io n  o f  th e  a sce t ic .
A f te r  exp la in ing  how t h i s  r e l ig io n  (dharma) derived  from Narayana Himself and
appeared in each su c ce ss iv e  world cycle, Vai^aippayana a s s e r t s  t h a t  i t  was equal
(tulyo') to  the  system s of Saipkhya and Tog's. But s ig n i f i c a n t ly  s a lv a t io n  was
p o ss ib le  not th rough  th e  w i l l  o f  man but only through th e  g race  of God. 'Looked
upon by Narayana ', Vaiq:ampayana explained, 'a man may be en ligh tened . Thus, 0
king, en ligh tenm ent does not a r i s e  a t  one 's  own w ish . ';::i
In one o th e r  V ai?nav ite  myth, Vi$nu re sc u e s  a devoted devotee  from a much 
more worldly p l ig h t .  Asked to  a d ju d ic a te  a d isp u te  between the  gods and 
brahmins on th e  v a l id i ty  of animal s a c r i f ic e ,  King Vasu dec ides  in favour o f  the
1) See e s p e c ia l ly  N. Hein, 'A Revolution in  Kp?qaism: The Cult of Gopala', H is tory  
o f  Religions, vo l.25, p t.4  (1986), pp.296-317; and J.L. Masson, 'The Childhood 
of Kp$oa: Some P sychoanaly t ica l  O bservations ',  Jou rna l  o f  the  American 
O r ie n ta l  Society, vo l .94 (1974), pp.454-7.
2) Aho hyekan tinah  s a r v a n p r in a t i  bhagavanharih /
Vidhiprayuktaiji pujaip ca g p h p a ti  bhagavansvayam// (1)
E k a n t in a s tu  p u ru ?a  g acch an ti  paramaip padam// (3)
Nunamekantadharmo ayaip ^ re ^ th o  na rayapapriya ft /
Agatva g a t a y a s t i s r o  yadgacchantyavyayam harlm/7 (4.)
Sahopani?adanvedanye vipra li  sa m yagas th i ta l) /
P a fh an ti  v idh im as thaya  ye c a p i  ya tidha rm ipah //  (5)
Tebhyo vigi^faip  janam i gatlm ekantinaip  npqam/ ^ a n tip a rv a n ,  336.1-6.
3) Narayapena dps tages  pratibuddho  bhavetpuman/
Evamatmecchaya ra jan p ra t ib u d d h o  na j a y a t e / /  £ a n t ip a rv a n  336.70.
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gods and animal s a c r i f i c e .  The brahmins then condemned the  king fo r  p a r t i a l i t y  
and cursed  him to  Imprisonment in a deep hole. The gods accorded him the  boon 
of su s ten an ce  while he was in c a p t iv i ty  and advised him to  seek re fu g e  with 
Vi$ou. Then Vasu began to  c o n tin u a l ly  worship Vi?nu and to  m u tte r  p rayers  
(Japyaip) t h a t  had form erly  come from the  mouth of Narayana himself. Now, the  
b lessed  Narayaqa became p leased  <tu$to> with the  devotion  (bhaktya)  of Vasu 
who showed t h a t  he was devoted to  no o th e r  (ananyabhaktasya) and th a t  h is  s e l f  
was conquered, and sen t  Garugia to  bring him back to  Heaven.1
The problem of ind iv idua l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  i s  merely the  problem of human 
freedom of choice and a c t io n  a t  one remove. For i f  th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  e n t i r e ly  
dependent, and compelled to  a c t  in a c e r ta in  way by e x te r n a l  fo rc e s  beyond h i s  
con tro l ,  can he reasonab ly  be held  r e sp o n s ib le  fo r  what he has  done? C learly  i t  
i s  e a s ie r  to  a f f i x  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  i f  th e  ind iv idua l  i s  deemed to  have some 
degree of freedom of action .
That the  Epic bards  were no t unaware of th e  problem i s  ev iden t from the  
way c e r ta in  key even ts  in the  c e n t r a l  s t o r y - l i n e  a re  developed. We s h a l l  focus 
on two of these :  King Dhptara s e r a ’s  c u lp a b i l i ty  fo r  th e  g r e a t  family feud; and 
Y u d h i ^ h i r a ' s  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in th e  f a t a l  gaming match.
For th e  Epic bards, the  q u e s t io n  of King Dhptar a s e r a 's  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  i s
perhaps unavoidable  fo r  D hptara? tna  i s  the  re ig n in g  king. This i s  im portant
because th e  Mahabharata develops a theory  of k ingship  which p resupposes  t h a t  a
kings f i r s t  and g r e a t e s t  b a t t l e  i s  with himself; fo r  a king who can m aste r  and
co n tro l  h im se lf  has the  power and capac ity  to  m aste r  and c o n tro l  h is
su rround ings.  The wise Vidura h im se lf  emphasises t h i s  very fa c t  to  h is  h a l f -
b ro the r ,  D hp ta ra?V a:
D is a s te r s  grow l ik e  th e  moon in the  b r ig h t  f o r tn ig h t  fo r  the  one who is  
overcome by h is  in n a te  f iv e  (senses)  which d rag  him along. He who d e s i r e s
1) Ibid.. 324.1-38.
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to  c o n tro l  h is  m in is te r s  w ithou t ( f i r s t )  c o n tro l l in g  him self , or (to 
co n tro l)  h is  enemies w ithou t c o n tro l l in g  h is  m in is te rs ,  he comes to  g r ie f  
d e s p i te  h im self , I f  he f i r s t  conquers h im se lf  as  though he were a country, 
he w il l  no t va in ly  conquer both c o u n c il lo rs  and enemies. Fortune 
c o n tinua lly  a t t e n d s  upon th e  wise (king) (who) a c t s  a f t e r  (due) 
examination, i n f l i c t s  punishment on the  r e b e l l io u s ,  (and) c o n tro ls  h is  
m in is te rs ,  w ith s e n se s  subdued. ... He who, fo rsak ing  Law and P ro f i t ,  
fo llow s a f t e r  the  power of the  senses  i s  quickly deprived  o f  wife, wealth, 
power and f o r tu n e .1
As a consequence, the  kingdom of a king who had m aste red  h is  se n se s  and who 
abided by th e  dharma was sa id  to  f lo u r is h  in a l l  manner o f  ways: the  r a in s  f a l l  
in abundance; a g r i c u l tu re ,  animal husbandry, and t ra d e  a l l  th r iv e ;  the  revenues 
swell; poverty  and d ise a s e  d isappear; and a l l  the  s u b je c t s  devote  them selves  to  
t h e i r  work.1" Thus the  king was deemed to  have th e  duty and the  power to  e f f e c t  
the  course  o f  e v e n ts  around him. I t  i s  th e  king, as  the  Epic i s  fond of saying, 
who makes th e  tim es, and not v ice  versa: 'All (depends on) the  conduct of th e  
king, The king alone i s  s a id  ( to  make) the  Age.13 From t h i s  s tandpo in t ,  
D h p ta ra s t ra ,  a s  th e  king, was perce ived  to  have th e  p o t e n t ia l  freedom of ac tion  
to  in f lu en ce  the  course  of e v e n ts  -  but a t  a p r ice  fo r  he a lso  had the  
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  th a t  went with i t .
In the  Mahabharata, King D hp ta ra $ tra  i s  po r trayed  as  a weak and indec is ive  
r u l e r  who knows what should  be done but i s  q u i te  incapab le  of doing i t  because 
of h is  s e n t im e n ta l  a t tachm ent to  h i s  sons. Dhptara s e r a 's  in e f f e c tu a ln e s s  seems a 
source  of s u r p r i s e  even to  him self;  and the  only exp lana tion  he can find i s  th a t  
h is  a c t io n s  a re  c o n tro l le d  from w ithout, the  source  being v a r io u s ly  f a te ,  the  
Ordainer or th e  gods. But o th e r  obse rvers ,  alarmed a t  a s i t u a t i o n  out of
1) Yo j i t a h  pancavargeija sah a jen a traak a r^ in a /
Apadastasya va rdhan te  <juklapak?a iv o d u ra d / /  <53)
A vijitya  ya a tm an am ain a ty an v ij lg l$ a te /
A m itran v a j i tam a ty ah  so ava^ah p a r i h i y a t e / /  (54)
Vasyendriyaiji j i tam atyam  dhptadaridaiP v ik a r i§ u /
Parlk?yakaripaip  dhlram atyantaip ^ r l r n i ^ e v a t e / /  (56)
Dharmarthau yah p a r i ty a jy a  syad indriyavaijanugah /
Qrlprapadhanadarebhyah k§ipraiji sa  p a r i h i y a t e / /  (60) Udyogaparvan, 34.53-60. 
Also Sabhaparvan, 5,50, £an tipa rvan , 69.3-5.
2) Sabhaparvan, 30.1-7, Udyogaparvan, 38.23, Anu$asanaparvan, 2.12-17.
3) R a ja v p t ta n i  s a rv a p i  r a j a iv a  yugam ucyate //  Qantiparvan, 92,6.
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con tro l ,  d isp u te  t h i s  and poin t  the  f in g e r  o f  blame a t  D h p ta ra ? tra  h im self.
In the  va r io u s  Kaurava counsels  on how to  handle  th e  Papg)ava problem, King 
D h r ta r a ? t r 9i a long w ith  th e  o th e r  Kuru e ld e rs ,  re p e a te d ly  c a u t io n s  the  
headstrong  younger p r in ces  as to  the  consequences o f  t h e i r  p roposa ls .  When 
Duryodhana f i r s t  p r e s s e s  fo r  p re -em ptive  ac tion  to  d ispose  of th e  Panglavas and 
t h e i r  newly formed a l l ia n c e  with  the  Pane a las , D hp ta ra^ t^a  i s  sym pathe tic  to  
t h e i r  concerns, but a f t e r  tak ing  advice from a l l  s id e s  th e  king accep ts  the  
calming views o f  the  e ld e rs ,  Concluding th a t  the  sons of h is  b ro th e r  Pangiu were 
by dharma h is  sons too, D hp ta ra$ fra  chose to  p a r t i t i o n  th e  kingdom decid ing  i t  
was ordained  as  much fo r  th e  P a n g e a s  as for h is  own so n s .1
By the  time of Y u d h i? th ira 's  m agnif icent Royal C onsecration, however, the  
Kaurava p r in c e s  had become o ld e r  and more w i l fu l  while  D h p t a r a u r a ' s  in f i r m i t i e s  
had increased . When Duryodhana, consumed by resen tm en t a t  th e  p ro sp e r i ty  o f  the  
Papgiavas, proposed to  h i s  f a th e r  a family gambling c o n te s t ,  Dhptar a ? t r a  approved 
th e  idea  out of love fo r  h is  son (putrasnehad ), even though he. knew f u l l  well  
th e  e v i l s  of gambling.
The wise Vidura, the  k ing 's  h a l f - b ro th e r ,  was a ghas t  a t  the  idea and warned
a g a in s t  th e  d iv is iv e  consequences. But swayed by a f f e c t io n  fo r  h is  son,
D h p ta ra ^ tra  was not r e c e p t iv e  to  th e  advice and f e l l  back on the  argument th a t
what i s  f a te d  must be, a l though  i t  i s  not e n t i r e ly  c le a r  whether d es tin y  i s  h e re
th e  decree  o f  th e  gods, or whether the  idea is  th a t  th e  gods can p ro te c t  man
a g a in s t  the  workings of  fa te .  I f  i t  i s  th e  l a t t e r ,  Dhptarajpt^a c e r ta in ly  did not
pe rce ive  f a t e  in a s t r i c t l y  d e te rm in is t ic  sense  fo r  he a lso  f e l t  t h a t  he and
Bhi?ma could overcome the  doings of  fa te .
0 Steward, th e re  w i l l  be no q u a r r e l  by my sons w ith  my (o ther)  sons. The 
gods in  Heaven w i l l  c e r ta in ly  extend us t h e i r  g race . Whether au sp ic io u s  
or inausp ic ious ,  b e n e f ic ia l  or ru inous, th e  fam ily gambling must proceed 
(for)  s u re ly  t h i s  i s  des tined . When I and th e  Bull o f  th e  B hara tas ,
Bhl^ma, a re  nea r  a t  hand th e r e  can be no m is fo r tu n e  whatsoever ordained
1) Adiparvan, 198.1-4, 199.24-27. 2) Sabhaparvan, 45.49.
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by fa te .  ... 0 Vidura, I t e l l  you th is :  my re so lv e  can not be de te r red .  I 
th ink  i t  i s  supreme f a t e  a lone  through which t h i s  o c c u rs .1
Vidura, though, did not consider  t h i s  course  of ac t io n  fa ted .  Thinking to
him self , ' I t  i s  notP (n a l t a d a s t i t i ),:2 he h u rr ied  away to  r a l l y  Bhi$ma to  the  s ide
of san ity .
A fter  f u r th e r  c o n s u l ta t io n s  with h is  wife Gandhari, the  ever  v a c i l l a t in g  
king was soon warning h i s  son a g a in s t  the  idea fo r  i t  was bound to  cause 
d iv is ion  and lead to  the  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  kingdom. D h p ta ra ? tra  counselled  th a t  
h i s  son, who a lready  had so much, should  not f e e l  g r i e f  a t  the  fo r tu n e  o f  the  
Pandavas, and followed up w ith  a f o r th r ig h t  d isc o u rse  a g a in s t  a c q u is i t iv e n e s s  
and preached th e  v i r t u e s  of contentment and s e l f - c o n t r o l .3
But the  old king, a s  we have seen, was no match fo r  Duryodhana's emotive 
powers of pe rsuas ion . D h p ta ra ? tra  continued to  d i s l ik e  h is  so n 's  proposal, 
fea r in g  i t  would l e t  loose  the  swords and arrows of war, but n e v e r th e le s s  gave 
h i s  perm ission: 'The words t h a t  you speak I do not deem r ig h t ;  (but), 0 king of 
men, l e t  what p le a s e s  you be done. Recalling your words you s h a l l  s u f f e r  
h e re a f te r ,  fo r  words of t h i s  s o r t  a re  not found to  accord with dharma.'* Having 
sa id  h is  piece, Dhptar a again  so laced  h is  m isg iv ings with th e  thought th a t  
i t  was a l l  th e  doing o f  fa te :  'A f te r  speaking so, th e  th o u g h tfu l  (King) 
Dhptara$1jra deemed i t  (a l l )  f a te ,  supreme and inv inc ib le .  Loudly he commanded 
h is  s e rv a n ts  ( to  obey) the  words o f  h i s  son, (and) th e  king s tayed  ( there) ,  h is
1) K?attafr p u t re ? u  p u tra l rm e  kalaho na b h a v i^ y a t i /
Divi devaft prasadaip nah k a r i^ y a n t i  na saipgayafr// (53)
A^ubhaip va ^ubhaip v ap i  hitaip va yadi vah itam /
P ravar ta ta ip  suhpddyutaip d i§ tam etanna  saipgayafi/7 (54)
Mayi sa ipn ih ite  caiva bhl^me ca b h a ra ta r? a b h e /
Anayo d a iv a v ih i to  na k a th a ipc idbhav i?ya ti / /  (55)
Na varyo  vyavasayo me v id u ra i ta d b ra v lra i  t e /
Dalvameva paraiji manye y e n a i tad u p a p a d y a te / /  (57) ibid.. 45.53-57.
2) Ibid.. 45.58. 3) Ibid.. 46 .7-17, 50.1-8.
4) Vakyaqi na me r o c a te  yattvayoktaiji
y a t t e  priyarp ta tk r iy a ta ip  n a re n d ra /
P a ^ c a t tap sy a se  tadupakramya vakyaip
na hidp$aiii bhSvi vaco h i  dharmyam// ibid.. 51.14.
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mind s tu p e f ie d  by f a t e . ' 1
When the  fabu lous  gambling Hall had been f in ished , D h p ta ra ? f ra  bade Vidura 
bring  the  Panglavas to  see  i t s  magnificence, and to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in a family game 
of dice. Vidura, of course, remained opposed and warned of th e  ru in  th a t  
th re a te n e d  t h e i r  l ineage. But D hp tara§ tca  absolved h im se lf  of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  
with th e  argument th a t  a l l  a c ts  were done a t  the  d i re c t io n  of  th e  Placer; and 
with an optimism based more on f a i t h  than logic, Dhptar a § fra  added th a t  he did 
not f e a r  a q u a r r e l  fo r  o therw ise  fa te ,  which must h e re  be the  w il l  of the  
Placer, would be opposed to  the  e n te rp r is e :  '0 Steward, no q u a r re l  t ro u b le s  me 
here, (for)  o therw ise  f a t e  would be to  th e  contrary . Truly, t h i s  e n t i r e  world 
a c t s  su b je c t  to  th e  d i re c t io n  of the  P lacer -  i t  i s  not f re e . '*
Now the  subsequen t course  o f  ev en ts  showed how w ell- founded  Vidura 's  f e a r s  
were, and how i l l - fo u n d e d  Dhptar a r e a ' s  optimism was. At l e a s t  a t  a c r i t i c a l  
ju n c tu re  Dhptar a s t r a  did f u l f i l l  th e  ro le  more normally expected  of a king.
A fte r  the  Pantjavas had been enslaved  and Draupadi m olested, th e re  was an 
acrimonious deba te  over the  conundrum ra ise d  by Draupadi of whether Y udhi? th ira  
had r ig h t ly  s taked  and lo s t  her, o r  not. As the  heat  ro se  and the  family 
d iv is io n  widened, t e r r i b l e  omens of d e s t ru c t io n  took place. As the  Kuru e ld e r s  
ca lled  fo r  peace, D h p ta ra? f ra  f in a l ly  did take  command of th e  s i tu a t io n .  
Condemning Duryodhana as  d u l l - w i t t e d  (mandabuddhe) D h r ta r a § t r a  p ra ised  
Draupadi fo r  her  Law-like courage  and p ro ffe re d  her boons w ith  which she 
redeemed th e  freedom of her  husbands. Dhptar a $fyra then bade Y udhi? th ira  to  
r e tu r n  in s a f e ty  and w e ll-be ing  to  t h e i r  kingdom w ith  a l l  i t s  wealth, and to
1) Evamuktva d h p ta r a ? t r o  m an l? i
daivarp matva paramaip dustaraip ca /
£a$asoccaifr pu ru§anpu travakye
s t h i t o  r a j a  daivasarjimudhacetalj/7 ibid.. 51.16.
2) Neha k $ a t ta h  k a la h a s ta p s y a te  maip
na ceddaivaip pratilomaip b hav i$ya t /
D ha tra  tu  d i? ta s y a  va$e kiledaip
sarvarp ja g a c c e g ta t i  na s v a ta n t ra m / /  ibid.. 51.25.
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bear no h o s t i l i t y  tow ards Duryodhana.1 A fte r  bare ly  r e s t r a i n in g  Bhlma, who was 
swearing th e  d e s t r u c t io n  of h i s  enemies, the  Pap<javas proceeded on th e i r  way.
But D h p ta ra n t ra 's  t im ely  in te rv e n t io n  was soon to  be undone. Arguing th a t  
the  enraged Pan<javas would never fo rg ive  them, Duryodhana and h is  s u p p o r te rs  
proposed to  the  king one f in a l  throw of the  dice  w ith  th e  s ta k e  being e x i le  in 
the  fo re s t .  D espite  th e  p r o t e s t a t i o n s  of the  Kuru e ld e rs ,  D h r ta r a s f r a  agreed fo r  
he loved h is  son C sutaprlyafr').*- D hp tara? tna  was not a lone in th e s e  sen tim ents , 
but Queen G andhari, to rn  between her love fo r  her  son and he r  love fo r  the  
dharma, came to  a d i f f e r e n t  conclusion. Do not, she d i r e ly  warned, cause the  
d e s t r u c t io n  of t h e i r  l ineage  by heeding the  views o f  u n taugh t  ch ild ren  
(.balanamagiglanam). In s tead , D h p ta ra ^ tra  must h im se lf  take  the  lead in the  
s i tu a t io n ,  f u l f i l l i n g  h is  k ingly  and f a th e r ly  duty: ’Your sons must be (under) 
your le a d e rsh ip  l e s t ,  broken a p a r t ,  they abandon you.'3 Even to  h i s  own wife, who 
could see  what was dharma (dharmadarginlip), Dhptar a ? t r a  could only exp la in  h is  
a c t io n s  in te rm s of what must be, and man's pow erlessness:  'The end of  our l in e  
must be in tended, (and) I s h a l l  not be ab le  to  p reven t i t .  So l e t  i t  be as they 
d es ire .  The Papqjavas must r e t u r n . '4
A fte r  th e  Papcjavas had d ep a r ted  fo r  ex ile ,  D h p ta ra § tra  s a t  alone with h is  
f a i t h f u l  sUta, Saipjaya» worrying and s igh ing  much a t  th e  p ro spec t  o f  war with 
those  forem ost w a rr io rs ,  the  Pap<javas. Saipjaya could o f f e r  l i t t l e  conso la t ion  to  
the  t ro u b le d  king, fo r  l ik e  Vidura and G andhari he la id  th e  blame a t  
Dhptar a s t r a ' s  fee t :  '0 King, t h i s  you have thoroughly  achieved: th e re  w il l  be a 
g re a t  feud. The d e s t r u c t io n  o f  everyone, along with t h e i r  fo llow ers, w i l l  take  
p lac e . '5 Dhptar a $ t ra  im p l ic i t ly  accepted  t h a t  h is  judgement had been f a u l te d ,  but 
chose to  blame the  gods fo r  t h i s  on the  grounds t h a t  i t  i s  th e  gods who
1) Ibid.. 63.22-36, 65.1-10. 2) See ibid.. 66.7-27.
3) Tvannetral) s a n tu  t e  p u t r a  ma tvaip d lrp§h  p r a h a s l ? u h / /  ibid.. 66.34.
4) Antali kamaip k u la s y a s tu  na 5ak§yami n iv a r i tu m / /  (36)
Y athecchan ti  t a t h a i v a s t u  p ra ty ag acch an tu  papcjavah/ (37) ibid.. 66.36-37.
5) Tavedarp sukptaip rajanmahadvairatp b h a v i? y a t l /
Vina^ab sa rva lokasya  sanubandho b h a v i$ y a t l / /  ib id .. 72.5,
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take  away a man's reason:
When th e  gods send d e fe a t  to  a man, they  take  away h is  judgement (so 
t h a t )  he s e e s  m a t te r s  the  wrong way around. When d e s t r u c t io n  is  imminent, 
the  judgement becomes dimmed: bad conduct has th e  appearance  of good 
conduct, (and) i t  w i l l  not move from the  hea rt ;  and m is fo r tu n e  has the  
appearance of fo rtune , and fo r tu n e  the  appearance o f  m isfo rtune . At the  
time of d e s t r u c t io n  th e s e  (misjudgements) r i s e  up, and a man i s  p leased
(by them). Time, r a i s in g  i t s  rod, does not c leave  the  head of anyone, (for)
the  t r u e  power o f  Time i s  causing  an advantage  to  be seen in the  wrong 
way.1
Throughout th e  long y e a rs  of th e  Pancjavas' e x i le  the  q u e s t io n  of 
Dhptar a ? t r a ' s  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  l in g e red  on. Occasionally  D h p ta ra ^ f ra  be ra ted  
h im se lf  fo r  s e t t i n g  a s id e  sound advice and allowing h im se lf  to  be dragged along 
by Duryodhana's f o l l y , a n  assessm en t with which h i s  c h a r io te e r  continued to  
ag ree .3 N everthe less , the  e f f e c t  of e x te rn a l  fo rc e s  remained an appealing  
exp lana tion  fo r  h is  lapse. For in s tance ,  the  g re a t  sage  Kp^pa Dvaipayana, 
g ra n d fa th e r  to  both  th e  Kauravas and Pandavas, soon exp ressed  h is  d isp le a su re  
a t  what had happened and warned D hp ta ra$ tra  th a t  Duryodhana must be s topped ,* 
D h r ta r a $ t r a  expla ined  th a t  he, l ike  Bhl$ma, Dropa, Vidura and Gandhari, did not 
approve o f  th e  dicing, but 'Then f a t e  possessed  me, I think, and made me do i t ,
0 h e rm it . ,s Nor did th e  old king f e e l  capable  of r e c t i f y in g  what had happened. '0
Blessed (Father), out o f  love fo r  my son, I cannot abandon the  foo lish  
Duryodhana -  even though I know, 0 obse rver  of vows,"5' Seemingly aware t h a t  h is  
duty as  a  king should come b e fo re  h is  a ttachm ent a s  a f a th e r ,  D h p ta ra^ tra  could
1) Yasmai devah p rayacchan ti  pu ru?aya  parabhavam/
Buddhiiji ta s y a p a k a rg a n t i  so a p a c ln a n i  p a ^ y a t i / /
Buddhau kalu?abhut§yai]i v ina^e  p r a ty u p a s th i te /
Anayo nayasaipka^o h p d a y a n n a p a s a rp a t i / /
A n a r tha^cartharupepa  a r th a ^ c a n a r th a ru p i i ja h /
U t t ig th a n t i  v in a $ a n te  naraip tac c a sy a  r o c a t e / /
Na ka lo  dapglamudyamya girafo k p n ta t i  k a s y a c i t /
Kalasya b a la m e ta v a d v ip a r l ta r th a d a ^ a n a m / /  ibid.. 72.8-11.
2) See Aranyakaparvan, 48.1-10, 225.8-24.
3) e.g. 'Out o f  fo lly ,  you did not check your son, though you were ab le . ' 
(Sam arthenapi y an m o h a tp u tra s te  na n i v a r i t a h / / )  ib id .. 48.11.
4) Ibid.. 9 .1-5.
5) Manye tadvidhinakram ya k a r i t o  a s m l t i  va i  mune// ibid.. 10.1.
6) Parityaktuiji na $aknomi duryodhanamacetanam/
Putrasnehena  bhagavanjanannapi y a t a v r a t a / /  ibid.. 10.3; cf. 48.10-11.
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only exp la in  h i s  f a i l in g  in term s of o u ts id e  fo rces .
Perhaps the  s t r o n g e s t  condemnation of Dhptar a n t r a ' s  ro le ,  i f  only because i t  
came from th e  King of  Dharma, f e l l  from th e  l ip s  of th e  normally fo rg iv ing  
Yudhi^fhira. When Samjaya brought a message of peace from D h p ta ra s f ra  a f t e r  the  
Pa^davas had f in ish e d  t h e i r  ex ile ,  Y udhi? th ira  f in a l ly  lo s t  h is  pa tience ,  and 
c a s t  a sp e r s io n s  on th e  old k ing 's  good fa i th ,  He did not now be lieve  th a t  
D h p ta ra^ tra  would w il l in g ly  r e t u r n  t h e i r  kingdom. D h p ta ra ? tra  had always been 
p a r t i a l  to  Duryodhana's cause, and l iv in g  as  he now did in luxury  and sp lendour 
would only feed  the  old k ing 's  d e s i r e  fo r  more, not le s s .  Having a t t a in e d  
sovere ign ty ,  King D h p ta ra ? tra  bewailed (la la p y a te ) th e  s i t u a t io n ,  but i t  was a l l  
o f  h is  own making fo r  he had followed Duryodhana's i l l - i n t e n t io n e d  advice, 
ignoring  th e  wise counse ls  of o th e rs ,  'King Dhptar a ? t r a , '  Y udh i? th ira  concluded, 
'had with f u l l  aw areness e n te red  upon adharma to  favour h i s  s o n . '1 Dhptar a ? t r a  
and Duryodhana were s t r i v in g  fo r  a g re a t  kingdom which would have no r i v a l .22
Now D h p ta ra§ tra ,  t r u e  to  p a s t  form, did not approach th e  impending peace 
n e g o t ia t io n s  in any th ing  l ik e  a d e c is iv e  frame of mind. When Vidura ye t  again 
exhorted  th e  old king to  do r ig h t  by the  Panglavas, Dhptar a ? tca  agreed  w ith  what 
he sa id  but exp la ined  th a t  when he met Duryodhana h i s  mind tu rned  away from 
th e  PangJavas. 'No m orta l, '  he lamented, 'could ever t r a n s g r e s s  des tiny . Fate a lone 
ac ts ,  I be lieve, and human e f f o r t  i s  f u t i l e . ' 3 Dhptara$t*~a f e l t  t h a t  'This man, 
l ik e  a wooden d o l l  s t ru n g  on a s t r in g ,  i s  not the  m as te r  o f  p ro sp e r i ty  and 
a d v e rs i ty .  Assuredly  he (has been placed) under the  power o f  f a t e  by the  
O rda iner .1,4
Despite  Dhptar a ^ r a ' s  views on th e  f u t i l i t y  of human e f f o r t ,  he did a t  l e a s t
1) Su tasya  r a j a  d h p ta r a ? t r a h  p r iy a i§ i
saipbudhyamano v i^ a te  adharmameva// Udyogaparvan, 26.11.
2) ibid.. 26.1-19.
3) Na d i^tam abhyatik ran tu ip  g:akyarp m artyena k e n a c i t /
Di$tameva kptaip manye pauru^am tu  n i ra r th a k a m //  ibid.. 4-0.30.
4) Anltjvaro ayaip puru?o  bhavabhave
s u t r a p r o t a  daruraayiva y o ? a /
D ha tra  tu  d i s t a s y a  vaqe kllayarp ibid.. 39.1,
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appeal to  h is  sons and t r y  to  reason  with them, p o in t in g  out in tones  of 
d esp e ra t io n  th a t  war with th e  in v in c ib le  Panqiavas would lead to  th e i r  
d e s t r u c t io n .1 But reason  lo s t  out to  r e c a lc i t r a n c e ,  and Dhptar a ? i r a  proved q u i te
incapable  o f  doing what h is  k ingly  duty req u ired  he do -  command h is  sons. I t
i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  when Kp?na came to  the  Kaurava co u rt  as  a p le n ip o te n t ia ry  
envoy to  a rran g e  peace, i t  was to  Dhptar a ^t-ra th a t  he f i r s t  appealed, bidding 
him e x e rc ise  th e  powers of c o n tro l  he possessed  as  king: 'Peace, 0 King, i s  
dependent on you and on me, 0 lo rd  of your people; s to p  your sons, 0 Kaurava, 
(and) I w i l l  r e s t r a i n  th e  o th e r s  !,;E
Feeling  e n t i r e ly  powerless, D h p ta ra ? ira  could only con tinue  to  bewail th a t
m ortal man was powerless:
I th ink  f a t e  a lone i s  supreme and human e f f o r t  f u t i l e  s in ce  I know fu l ly  
the  e v i l s  of war with i t s  consequent d e s t r u c t io n  ye t  I am unable to  
r e s t r a i n  my son, who is  w e l l -v e rse d  in fraud  and a cheat a t  gambling,
(and nor am I ab le )  to  ac t  to  my own p r o f i t .  0 suta, I have th e  wisdom to  
p e rce iv e  (my) sin , (but) when I come near Duryodhana (my mind) tu rn s  back 
again. Such being the  case, 0 Sarpjaya, what w i l l  be, t h a t  s h a l l  be.3
Saipjaya's comments in rep ly  a re  rev e a l in g  because they  a re  im possib le  to
reconcile .  His immediate response  was th a t  D h p ta ra ? tra  should  put l e s s  blame on
Duryodhana, and more im portan tly , l e s s  on the  fo rc e s  o f  fa te :  'A man who incu rs
m isfo rtune  through h is  own i l l -c o n d u c t ,  because of t h a t  g u i l t  he should not
blame f a t e  or Time.'"4 However, when Saipjaya ag rees  to  r e l a t e  to  the  b lind  king
a l l  th a t  should b e f a l l  in th e  g r e a t  war, he t e l l s  D h p ta ra ? tra  to  remain calm and
not to  g r ie v e  'For s u re ly  man i s  not th e  doer of ac tions ,  good or ev il ,
1) Ibid.. 50.1-60, 51.1-19, 52.1-16, 56.26-27.
2) Tvayyadhinah qamo rajanm ayi caiva viqaip p a te /
P u tra n s th a p a y a  kauravya sthapayi?yamyaham p a r a n / /  ib id .. 93,13.
3) Di$1;ameva paraip manye pauru?am capyanarthakam/
Yadaharp janamano ap l yuddhado?ank$ayodayan//
T a thap i  n ikptlprajhaip  putraip durdyutadevinam/
Na ^aknomi niyantuip va kartuip va h itam atm anat)//
Bhavatyeva h i  me s u ta  buddh irdo^anudarq in l/
Duryodhanaip sam asadya punah s a  p a r i v a r t a t e / /
Evaip g a te  va i  yadbhavi ta d b h a v i? y a t i  saipjaya/ ib id .. 156.4-7.
4) Ya atmano du^caritada^ubhaip prapnuyannaraft/
Enasa na sa  daivarp va  kSlaip va g a n tu m a rh a t i / /  ib id .. 156.9.
366
Dependent, man I s  made to  ac t,  l ik e  a wooden puppet on a s t r i n g .  Some people a re
d i re c te d  by th e  Lord, some by chance, and o th e r s  by p rev ious  ac tions ;  t h i s  i s
th e  t r i a d  (by which a man) i s  pu lled  a long .11 As the  approach o f  the  bards was
invar iab ly  t o  add r a t h e r  than  d e le te ,  we may presume th a t  Saipjaya's
incons is tency  r e s u l t s  from d i f f e r in g  opinions concerning Dhptar a n t r a 's  
c u lp a b i l i ty .  This  perhaps a ls o  s u g g e s ts  th e  ex te n t  to  which th e  Epic bards were 
consciously  concerned w ith  the  problem of Dhptar a ipfra's re sp o n s ib i l i ty .^ '
The Epic ba rd s  seem to  have devoted s im ila r  a t t e n t i o n  to  the  i s s u e  of 
Y udh i$ th ira 's  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in th e  dicing; and consequen tly  h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  
fo r  the  d i s a s t e r s  th a t  b e f e l l  the  Pandavas. Of a l l  th e  c h a ra c te r s  to  appear in 
th e  Mahabharata, I t  i s  the  name of Y udhi$fhira  th a t  i s  most re a d i ly  a s so c ia te d  
with  dharma. He i s  th e  King of Dharma, and as Draupadi ac id ly  comments, he 
would fo rsake  her  and h is  b ro th e r s  b e fo re  fo rsak ing  th e  dharma,3 Y udh i^ th ira 's  
v i r tu e  i s  so g re a t  th a t  he e a s i ly  u p s ta g e s  Kpspa h im se lf  even though he i s  God
incarna te .  Now th e  King of Dharma, as  we have seen, i s  not beyond fa u l t ,  but
g iven h is  alm ost excess  of v i r t u e  Y udh ip fh ira 's  gambling lap se  ta k e s  on
monumental p ropo rt ions ,  and i t  i s  a problem the  Epic bards  could sca rce ly
ignore.
Yudhi$fhira, a t  l e a s t ,  had no doubt from the  very s t a r t  t h a t  a family d ic ing  
would be th e  g ra v e s t  fo lly . When Vidura brought D h p ta ra ? t r a ’s ' inv ita tion* , 
Y udh is th ira  was much d is tu rb ed ,  fo r  he knew f u l l -w e l l  t h a t  th e re  would be a 
q u a rre l .  Y udhl$ th lra  was even more d is tu rb e d  when he heard  t h a t  £akuni would
1) Kecidl9v a r a n i rd i? ta h  kecideva yadpcchaya/
Purvakarmabhirapyanye tra id h am e ta d v ik p p y a te / /  ibid., 156.15.
2) Throughout the  course  o f  th e  e ig h teen  day b a t t l e  i t  i s  Saifijaya who r e l a t e s  
a l l  th e  minute d e t a i l s  to  Dhptar a $fra. And we find, w ith  almost monotonous 
r e g u la r i ty ,  some s im i la r  exchange between Dhptar a and Saipjaya, or 
Dhptar a $ t r a  and Vyasa reg a rd in g  th e  e f f ic a c y  of human a c tion  and fa te ,  with 
D h p ta ra ? tra  v a r io u s ly  blaming fa te ,  Time or th e  Ordainer. However, they add 
l i t t l e  t h a t  i s  new to  the  debate , cf. Bhl$maparvan, 3.44, 4.1-11, 9 .20-21, 
16.1-6, 49 .1-3 , 58.1-19, 72.19-26, 79,1-9, Dropaparvan, 1.8-9, 10.47-50, 23.1- 
14, 61.37, 62.11-17, 110.1, 115.1-4, Karpaparvan, 4.57, 5.29, 5.45, 22.23-28, 
£alyaparvan, 2 .29-41, 2.57, and so on.
3) Arapyakaparvan, 31,6,
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a lso  play: 'Very dangerous gamblers have been co llec ted ,  gam blers  who a re  f u l l  
o f  d ece i t  and t r i c k e r y . "  But, l ike  D hp ta ra? tra ,  while Y udh i$ th ira  did not l ike  
th e  d i re c t io n  of  even ts ,  he f e l t  t h a t  t h e i r  flow was beyond h i s  con tro l .  In part ,  
th e  requ irem en ts  o f  dharma, a s  Y udhi? th ira  perce ived  them, compelled him 
towards agreement. In p a r t i c u la r ,  i f  I t  was King D hrtar a n t r a ' s  command 
(gasanat), then  he must agree  fo r  a son should always re v e re  the  f a th e r .  As 
well, i f  he r e fu s e d  Qakuni would cha llenge  him in the  knowledge th a t  Y udh is th ira  
had pledged an e te r n a l  vow never to  r e f u s e  a challenge. But th e r e  was more to 
i t  than th i s .  For Y udh is th ira ,  th e  fo rce  o f  c ircum stances  was such th a t  they  
could only be governed from an e x te rn a l  source: 'But a s su red ly ,  t h i s  world i s  
under th e  power of th e  P la ce r 's  d i re c t io n  ~ I cannot now not d ice  with th e s e  
gamblers.
A n igh t o f  r e f l e c t io n  merely s tre n g th e n e d  Y u d h ig th ira 's  f ee l in g  th a t  even ts  
were now beyond h is  con tro l .  As Y udhi? th ira , with h is  b r o th e r s  and r e t a in e r s  s e t  
o f f  the  next day, he r e f l e c t e d  on the  impotence o f  man and th e  potence of the  
P la ce r 's  in s c ru ta b le  design: 'But f a t e  s t e a l s  our judgement, as a b r ig h t  l ig h t  
b linds  th e  eye. Man, bound with nooses, follows the  power of the  P la ce r . '3
Much as  Y u d h is th ira  may have f e l t  pow erless when he e n te re d  th e  gaming 
hall ,  he immediately made apparen t  h is  d isda in  fo r  the  proceedings. Meeting 
Qakuni, Y udh i? th ira  condemned th e  whole idea: 'Gambling i s  ev il ,  a dishonesty; 
t h e re  i s  no k $ a tr iy a  v a lou r  h e re .m No p ra ise ,  he added, was to  be found fo r  the  
arrogance  and d ish o n es ty  of the  gambler, and he appealed to  £akuni to play by 
honest means only .5 Qakuni was un rep en tan t  fo r  in h i s  view what Y udh is th ira  
f e l t  was d ish o n es ty  (n lkpti)  merely r e p re s e n te d  the  gam bler 's
1> Mahabhayab k i ta v a h  sa rpn iv i? ta
mayopadha d e v i t a ro  a t r a  s a n t i /  Sabhaparvan, 52.14.
2) D ha tra  t u  d i? ta s y a  va^e kiledarii
nadevanaiji k i ta v a ira d y a  t a i r m e / /  ibid.. 52.14.
3) Daivaqi prajnaip tu  m u ?n a ti  t e j a g c a k ? u r iv a p a ta t /
Dhatuijca va<jamanveti p a ^ a i r iv a  narah s i t a t ) / /  ibid.. 52.18.
4) Nikptirdevanaip papam na k $ a t r o  a t r a  parakram ah/ ibid.. 53.2.
5) Ibid.. 53 .2-3  & 5-10.
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g r e a t e r  s k i l l  and e x p e r t is e .  Seeing through an opponent's  decep tions  was a l l  
p a r t  of th e  game. Then Qakuni f lung  a f in a l  challenge; i f  Yudhi ^ h l r a  feared  i t  
was d ishones ty , he should  d e s i s t  from th e  game.1 Even a f t e r  £akuni 's  exp lana tion  
th a t  s k i l l  and d ish o n es ty  were one and the  same, Y udhi^ th ira  could not d e s is t  
fo r  'I  have pledged th e  vow th a t  (once) challenged I w i l l  not tu rn  away: the  
in junc tion , 0 king, i s  s trong . I am in the  power of d e s t in y .1:2
Now, a s  every s ta k e  was la id ,  Qakuni r e s o r te d  to  decep tion  (nikptim  
samupagrttah) and won u n t i l  Yudhi$fh ira  had lo s t  a l l  he possessed  includ ing  the  
feedom of he and h i s  b ro th e rs .  Perhaps more im portan t than  h is  m a te r ia l  lo sse s ,  
Y udh i? th ira  a lso  l o s t  a l l  sense  of h is  d ign ity ;  for, d e s p i t e  h is  i n i t i a l  
re lu c tan ce ,  once the  game s t a r t e d  Y udhi? th ira  showed c e r t a in  s ig n s  o f  the  
gam bler 's  mania to  redeem what had been lo s t .  When ^akuni won th e  f i r s t  s take , 
Y u d h i? th ira 's  e x c i ta t io n  was a lread y  apparent:  ' I t  i s  only th rough  a t r i c k  on me 
th a t  I  have been bea ten  in t h i s  game. Come on £akuni, throw the  d ice  -  we s h a l l  
play a thousand t im es .1'3 I t  i s  to  be no ted  th a t  Y u d h i$ th ira 's  lack of caution  
was sensed  by £akuni. When Y udhl^th ira , one a f t e r  ano ther , summed up the  
q u a l i t i e s  of h i s  b ro th e r s  and then s taked  them as well, Qakuni b a i te d  him: '0 
Y udhi? th ira , gam blers  who play th e  d ice  p r a t t l e  l ike  madmen about what they 
have not seen  a s le e p  or awake.''* Others, too, may have sensed  i t .  When a se rvan t  
was se n t  to  f e tc h  the  enslaved  Draupadi to  the  court,  he expla ined  to  her th a t  
Y udhi^ th ira  had been in to x ic a te d  by th e  gambling <dyutamadena).G
The problem of whether Y udhi$ th ira  had a choice o r  not in what he did 
a ro se  almost immediately a f t e r  h i s  lo ss .  For in s tance ,  even Bhi$ma, who was 
ge n e ra l ly  fav o u rab le  to  th e  Pangiava cause, f e l t  t h a t  Y udh i? th ira  was a t  blame
1> Ibid.. 53 .4-5  & 11-12.
2) Ahuto na n iv a r te y a m it i  me v ra tam ah itam /
3) Mattah ka itavakena iva  y a j j i t o  asmi durodaram/
ijakune han ta  divyamo glahamanah s a h a s ra g a h / /  ib id .. 54.1.
4) Svapne na t a n i  pagyanti  j a g r a to  va y u d h i f th i r a /
Kltava y a n i  d ivyan tah  p ra lapan tyu tka te i  iva/7  ibid.. 58.19. 
5> Ibid.. 60.4.
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fo r  §akuni had given Yudhis?thira a cho ice .1 But the  b i t t e r e s t  blame came from 
Bhima who vented  h is  rage  a t  Draupadl's  m o les ta tion  upon h is  e ld e r  b ro ther .
Bhima was p repared  to  accept th e  lo ss  of t h e i r  v a s t  wealth , t h e i r  kingdom and 
t h e i r  own p e rso n a l  freedom fo r  Y udh i? th ira  was the  m as te r  of a l l  they 
possessed; but he f e l t  Yudhi?i;hira had t r a n s g re s s e d  a l l  l im i t s  when he had 
gambled away Draupadi. For Bhima t h i s  was of the  lowest o rd e r  o f  deeds: 'There 
are, Y udhi$thira , h a r lo t s  in  the  coun try  of gamblers -  bu t they do not gamble 
with them. Even amongst them th e r e  i s  compassion t'12 In o th e r  words, Bhima did 
not ob jec t  to  the  dec is ion  to  gamble; i t  was the  manner in which Y udhi? th ira  
had gambled th a t  was a t  f a u l t .  So angered was Bhima t h a t  he commanded h is  
younger b ro th e r  Sahadeva to  bring  f i r e  with which to  burn o f f  Y udh i$ th ira 's  
arms. I t  took Arjuna 's  s t e r n  re p ro v a l  to  calm Bhima down. Arjuna reminded Bhima 
th a t  by dharma, obedience to  th e  e ld e r  b ro th e r  was requ ired .  More, Arjuna argued 
th a t  c ircum stances  conspired  to  leave  Y udh is th ira  no choice but to  gamble, fo r  
by k? a tr lya  dharma he had to  accep t the  challenge -  a lthough , to  be f a i r ,  t h i s  
was not Bhima's complaint. Indeed, they  should take  p r id e  in  the  f a c t  he had 
abided by th e  k $ a tr iy a  dharma in  accep ting  such a loaded cha llenge .3 With t h i s  
view Draupadi a ls o  seemed to  a g re e .■* N everthe less , by exp la in ing  Y u d h i? th ira 's  
ac tion  in term s of the  fo rce  of c ircum stances  r a th e r  than  f a t e  or the  Placer, 
the  assum ption remained th a t  u l t im a te ly  Y udhi? th ira  did have a choice.
Now, a f t e r  King Dhptar a $ t ra  had re tu rn e d  to  the  Paijd^vas t h e i r  freedom, 
wealth, and kingdom, Y udh i? th ira  was soon to  be given a no the r  o p po r tun ity  to  
choose. When a se rv a n t  brought King D h p ta ra ^ f ra 's  ominous message to  r e tu r n  to  
th e  gaming h a ll ,  Yudhi^^hira aga in  f e l t  he had no choice. I f  he was to  ab ide  by 
the  req u irem en ts  o f  dharma, a s  he unders tood  them, obedience to  h is  uncle  and 
king was c a l le d  for, even i f  th e  consequences could only be d i s a s t ro u s .
1) Ibid.. 60.42.
2) Bhavanti de$e bandhakyab k ltavanaip  y u d h l? th l r a /
Na t a b h i r u t a  d lv y a n t i  day a c a iv a s t i  t a s v a p i / /  ibid., 61.1.
3) Ibid.. 61.7-10. 4) Ibid.. 60.43.
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Y udhi? th ira  exp la ined  to  h is  b ro th e rs :  'Although knowing th a t  th e  challenge to 
the  d icing  game a t  th e  command o f  th e  old (king) w i l l  b r ing  d e s t ru c t io n ,  I 
cannot d i s re g a rd  him .'1 And so, i t  was 'with shame, and from attachm ent to  
dharma, ( th a t )  the  P a r th a  again went to  the  gambling,'^ And nor again  could he 
ignore a cha llenge  and remain c o n s is te n t  with dharma. To Qakuni, Y udhigfhira 
said: 'How could a king of my kind, who p r o te c t s  h i s  own dharma, tu rn  away when 
challenged. £akuni with you I w i l l  play.*3 The d i f f i c u l ty  fo r  Y udhi?fh ira  was the  
su re  knowledge th a t  h i s  obedience to  dharma could only b ring  ru in  and 
d e s tru c t io n .  I t  i s  perhaps fo r  t h i s  reaon th a t  Y udhi^fhira, faced with  th e  
prospect  o f  f ind ing  f a u l t  with the  dharma, chose to  p lace  th e  u l t im a te  blame not 
on the  fo rce  of c ircum stances  but on th e  P lacer  who e x e rc ise d  power over what 
b e fe l l  man. As they r e tu rn e d  to  the  gaming, Y udh is th ira  intoned: 'C rea tu re s  
ob ta in  good or e v i l  th rough  the  in junc tion  o f  th e  Placer. (And) th e re  w il l  be no 
escape from e i th e r  i f  again  we must play.'*
However, Y u d h i^ h i r a 's  exp lana tion  of h is  own a c t io n s  did not carry  
conviction  w ith  everyone. During the  yea rs  o f  t h e i r  e x i le  h i s  s t e r n e s t  c r i t i c s  
proved to  be th o se  c lo s e s t  to  him -  Bhima and Draupadi. Pe r iod ica l ly ,  the  sheer  
f r u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  p o s i t io n  got the  b e t t e r  of the  mighty Bhima who was only 
a t  h is  ha p p ie s t  when d e s tro y in g  enemies. But once s t a r t e d  Bhlma’s  e x h o r ta t io n s  
to  ac t  immediately could e a s i ly  g ive way to  blaming Y udh i? th ira  fo r  b r ing ing  on 
a l l  t h e i r  hardship . Dharma may have req u ired  Bhima's obedience to  h is  e lde r  
b ro ther , bu t he was wont to  remind Yudhi$thlra: '0 King, we a re  not d e s t i t u t e  of 
manhood and a re  the  most pow erful amongst the  powerful, (yet)  we a l l  have been
1) Ak§adyute sam ahv anaiji n iy o g a ts th a v i ra s y a  ca /
Janannap i k^ayakaraip n a t ik ra m itu m u ts a h e / /  ibid.. 67.4.
2) Hriya ca dharmasangacca p a r th o  dyu tam iya tpunah //  ib id .. 67.15.
3) Kathaiji va i madvidho r a j a  svadharmamanupalayan/
Ahuto v in iv a r t e t a  divyami gakune t v a y a / /  ibid.. 67.17.
4) D hatu rn iyogadbhu tan i p rap n u v a n t i  gubhagubham/
Na n i v p t t l s t a y o r a s t l  devltavyarp p u n a ry a d l / /  ibid.. 67.3.
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overwhelmed th rough  th e  e v i l  o f  your gambling.1
At p a r t i c u l a r  moments o f  pa in  and d i s t r e s s ,  Draupadi a ls o  poured out her 
anguish, a lthough  ty p ic a l ly  her a t t i t u d e s  towards her  husband were more 
complicated. We have a lread y  seen how on one occasion du r ing  t h e i r  f o re s t  
wanderings Draupadi was so t o t a l l y  m y st if ied  by Y u d h is th i ra 's  s o l i t a r y  lapse  to 
the  'e v i l  p a ss ion  o f  d ic ing ' (.ak^avyasana), d e s p i te  h is  whole l i f e  and behaviour 
being given over to  th e  dharmat th a t  she could only exp la in  i t  in term s o f  a l l  
a c t io n s  being c o n tro l le d  by th e  P l a c e r . B u t  when Draupadi was l a t e r  m olested 
and kicked by the  amorous Kicaka, while d isgu ised  as  a chambermaid a t  King 
V i ra ta 's  court ,  she was much l e s s  inc l ined  to  f ind  excuses  fo r  her husband. 
Burning with  rage  Draupadi determ ined h e r s e l f  upon Kicaka's death , and as  always 
i t  was to  Bhima t h a t  she tu rned  when she wanted a d i f f i c u l t  deed done. But 
f i r s t  of a l l  she poured f o r th  a l l  o f  he r  accumulated resen tm en t  a t  the  way she 
had been t r e a t e d  in th e  gambling ha ll ,  and subsequen tly  m olested  by the  love-  
s t ru c k  King of  Sindhu, and now by Kicaka. Thoroughly worked up, Draupadi placed 
the  blame fo r  a l l  of her woes on th e  shou lde rs  of her  cfharma-addlcted husband. 
'What p i ty  d oesn 't  a woman deserve  who has Y udh i? th ira  fo r  h e r  husband?' she 
asked Bhima.3 'Revile  your e ld e s t  b ro th e r  the  gambler -  i t  i s  h is  doing t h a t  I 
have g o t te n  in to  t h i s  never-end ing  troub le !  For who but a gambler would g ive  up 
h i s  kingdom, a l l  p ro p er ty  and h im self , and gamble fo r  a f o re s t  l ife? '*
Another c r i t i c  of Yudhl§ th ira , and a somewhat s u rp r i s in g  one a t  th a t ,  was 
Kp§pa's e ld e r  b ro th e r  Balarama. When Kp?na proposed th e  sending of an envoy to  
Duryodhana to  pe rsuade  him to  r e t u r n  Y u d h i? th ir s 's  kingdom, Balarama agreed  but
1) Bhavato dyutadogepa sa rve  vayam upaplutah/
A hinapauru?a  r a ja n b a l ib h i r b a la v a t t a m a h / /  Arapyakaparvan, 49.12; cf. 
Arapyakaparvan, 34.6-13, and V ira taparvan , 20.1-13,
2) Arapyakaparvan, 31.1-42.
3) Aqncyarp nu k u ta s ta s y a  yasya  b h a r ta  y u d h is th ira f r /  V ira taparvan , 17.1.
4) Bhrataraip ca v igarhasva  jye$thaip durdyutadevlnam /
Yasyasmi karmapa p r a p t a  dutikhametadanantakam//
Ko h i  rajyaip p a r i ty a jy a  sarvasvaip catm ana sa h a /
P rav ra jyaya iva  d iv y e ta  v lna  durdyutadevlnam // ibid., 17.10-11.
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recommended th e  envoy adopt a humble approach fo r  i t  was Y u d h i^ h i r a 's  f a u l t  
th a t  he had lo s t  a t  th e  gambling. Although Yudhi$fhira  could not play he had 
challenged ^akuni who was w ithout peer with the  dice, and d e s p i te  the  warning 
of h is  f r ie n d s  -  or so Balarama m aintained. And when th e  d ice  always favoured 
the  o ther , he became e x c i ted  and was soundly de fe a te d  <saiprambhamano vijitafr  
prasahya>.1 For t h i s  Qakuni could not be blamed. Y u dh is th lra  was, a t  le a s t ,  
defended by S a ty ak i  who flew in to  a rage, Yudhijpfhlra had been challenged  by 
s k i l l e d  gamblers who, tak ing  advantage  o f  h is  devotion to  k$a triya  dharma, had 
de fe a te d  him by d ish o n e s t  means.s
While S a ty a k i 's  defence was no doubt a more a c c u ra te  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  what 
had taken place, the  d i f f i c u l ty  was th a t  during  t h e i r  e x i le  Y udhi?fh ira  had no 
h e s i t a t i o n  in holding h im se lf  to  blame. Thus soon a f t e r  th e  Pap^avas had begun 
t h e i r  journey in to  th e  Himalayas to  be re u n i te d  with Arjuna, they  were b a t te re d  
by a f i e r c e - g a l e  and ra in -s to rm , whereupon Draupadi sank down in a f a in t  from 
exhaustion . All th e  Pan<javas rushed  to  comfort her  and Y udhisfh ira , tak ing  
Draupadi on h is  lap, so rrow fu lly  lamented th a t  King Drupada's daughter ,  so 
b e a u t i fu l  and worthy, had been reduced to  a s t a t e  of f a t i g u e  and misery 
'because of my s in n e r 's  deeds' (papasya mama karmabhih>:3 'What i s  t h i s  I have 
done th rough  my fo o lish  d e s i r e  f o r  gambling.'4- Even a f t e r  12 years , during  th e i r  
f in a l  year  in th e  f o re s t ,  Y udh i? th ira  s t i l l  could not s le e p  easy as he r e f l e c t e d  
on th e  wickedness <dauratmyam) th a t  had a r i s e n  from the  gambling, and on the  
g re a t  s u f f e r in g  of h is  b ro th e r s  which he f e l t  was due to  h i s  own s in f u l  deeds 
( atmakarmaparadhajam).G
We are, then, l e f t  w ith  a problem. Before the  gaming Yudhispfhira e f f e c t iv e ly  
absolved h im se lf  o f  blame; the  P lacer  and fa te ,  in the  form o f  fo rces  and 
c ircum stances  q u i te  beyond h i s  con tro l ,  compelled him to  gamble. Yet a f t e r  the
1) Udyogaparvan, 1.1-11, 2) Ibid., 3 .6-9.
3) Arapyakaparvan, 144.14.
4> Kimidaip dyutakamena maya kptamabuddhina/ ibid., 144.12; s e e  144.10-14.
5) See ibid.. 245.3-4.
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dic ing  Y udhi$ th ira  fulsoraely accep ted  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  and blame. The e a s i e s t  
s o lu t io n  would be to  exp la in  th e  apparen t incons is tency  away as  an anomoly of 
the  Mahabharata's e ig h t  c e n tu r ie s  of growth; c ons is tency  would be too much to  
hope fo r  in such a t e x t .  However, the  main s to ry  l in e  of th e  Mahabharata would 
seem to  be more o rgan ic  than  many would allow. But perhaps Y udhi^ th ira  h im self 
p rov ides  th e  r e a l  s o lu t io n .  When Bhima, e a r ly  in t h e i r  e x ile ,  launches a sca th ing  
and almost b i t t e r  a t t a c k  on Y u d h i? th ira 's  manhood, e xho rt ing  him to  break th e i r  
13 y ea rs  vow fo r th w i th  and to  s la y  t h e i r  enemies, Y udh i§ th ira  rep ro v es  such 
anger and i t s  consequences; and in te r e s t in g ly  c i t e s  h i s  own example in the  
gaming where he could have stopped  had he not given way to  anger. Now 
Y udhi^ th ira  did not blame Bhima fo r  h is  h o s t i l e  and po in ted  words ' fo r  your e v i l  
p l ig h t  came from my imprudence1 <mamanayaddhi vyasanaip va agat').'1 Yudhi?i;hira 
then  explained;
Seeing the  d ice  would conform to  what §akuni des ired ,  even and odd, I 
could s t i l l  have r e s t r a in e d  myself, but anger d e s t ro y s  a man's calm. Dear 
(bro ther)!  he who is  bound by valour, p r ide  and power cannot r e s t r a i n  
himself. I do not bear  (ea s i ly )  your words, 0 Bhimasena; (but)  I th ink  i t  
was f a te d  to  be so.'-5
The s i t u a t i o n  fo r  the  Epic n a r r a to r s ,  then, would seem to  be as  follows: while 
Y udh i? th lra  had no choice but to  accept th e  cha llenge  to  a d ic ing  match the  
outcome of which was predeterm ined, n e v e r th e le s s  once i t  s t a r t e d  he h im se lf  
f re e ly  chose to  con tinue  p a r t i c ip a t in g  in th e  d i s a s t r o u s  fash ion  he did. The 
Placer or f a t e  may have pushed him to  the  gaming f loo r ,  bu t once, th e re  i t  was
1) Ibid.. 35.1.
2) Ak§anhi dp ? tv a  $akuneryathava~
tkamanulomanayujo yu jagca/
(Jakyam niyantum abhavi§yadatm a
manyustu h a n t i  pu ru^asya  dhairyam //
Yantuip natm a ^akyate  pauru§ena
manena v lryepa  ca t a t a  naddhaty 
Na t e  vacain bhlmasenabhyasuye
many© t a t h a  t a d b h a v i ta v y a m a s l t / /  ibid.. 35.4-5.
(Qakyaip niyantumabhavi$yadatma: 'my n a tu re  would have been capable o f  being 
r e s t r a in e d ' ,  where abhavieyad i s  in th e  co n d it io n a l  ten se .)
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h is  own tem porary break-down in s e l f - c o n t r o l 1 th a t  drove him on (and i t  i s  not 
Y u d h i^ th ira 's  only lap se  in th e  Mahabharata) to  such a d i s a s t r o u s  end.
From what has  been sa id , the  conclusion again fo llow s th a t  while some 
even ts  a re  p redeterm ined  by God or f a te ,  not a l l  are. On the  q u e s t io n  of human 
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  some Epic n a r r a to r s  would seem to  have given c a re fu l  thought to  
th e  problem of human freedom of a c tion  in th e  face  o f  f a t e  and d iv ine  
in te r fe re n c e ,  b e fo re  f ind ing  a p lace  fo r  both.
1) We may no te  th a t  Y udh i? th ira  chose to  spend th e  t h i r t e e n th  year  of e x i le  
d isgu ised  as  th e  ro y a l  gam ester  a t  th e  court  o f  King V ira ta ,  The choice i s  
perhaps not as  s t r a n g e  as  i t  might f i r s t  seem fo r  th e  s e e r  Bphada^va had 
bestowed on Y udhi$ th ira  th e  e n t i r e  knowledge of d ic ing  to  remove h is  fea r  of 
again  being challenged  by a s k i l l e d  d icer .  (Aranyakaparvan, 78.14-15) Now, 
a f t e r  V i r a t a ’s  v i c to r i e s  over th e  c a t t l e - r a i d in g  T r lg a r t a s  and Kurus, th e  
king c a l le d  upon Y udh i^ th ira  fo r  a game of dice. But Y udh i? th ira  cau tioned  
th a t  th e  king was too  excited :  'One should not play, we have heard, w ith  an 
e xc ited  gambler. ' <Na devitavyaip hp $ tena k i ta v e n e t i  nab 9ru ta m //
V ira taparvan , 63.30) Y udhi? th ira , we may suspec t ,  knew a t  f i r s t  hand a l l  
about th e  dangers  of being e x c i ted  a t  gambling.
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Chapter 5: The BhagavadgTt a
The BhagavadgTta i s  merely one of th e  hundreds o f  d id a c t ic  s e c t io n s  to  be 
found embedded in the  g re a t  bulk of the  Mahabharata. Formally i t  i s  sm rti
l i t e r a t u r e ,  a t  a lower leve l  than the  g ru ti  l i t e r a t u r e  of th e  Vedas and the
Upanigads. N everthe less , w ithout doubt i t  i s  the  p re-em inen t  p iece  of l i t e r a t u r e  
in the  developed Hindu t r a d i t io n .
There would seem to  be a number of rea sons  why the  G ita  has emerged out 
of the  tang led  mass of the  Mahabharata to  a p o s i t io n  of such importance. In 
p a r t ,  th e  G ita  p u rp o r ts  to  be th e  d i r e c t  word of God h im self , a claim th a t  
cannot be made in th e  same way fo r  the  Ideates and the  Upani$adsd Admittedly 
Kp?na, or God in ca rn a te ,  has much e l s e  to  say in the  Mahabharata, but in the  
G ita  a lone does Kp?na expound h i s  most s e c r e t  message concerning h is  love for 
man. In th e  h ea t  of b a t t l e  Arjuna q u i te  f o rg e t s  t h i s  message. But when he asks 
Kp$na fo r  a rep ea t ,  Kp$pa merely rehashes  the  w ell-worn knowledge th a t  Bhi?ma 
r e l a t e s  a t  such len g th  in th e  fan tiparvan  and Anugasanaparvan. In the  
Mahabharata, God's h ig h e s t  message w il l  be p re se n ted  only once.2 As b e f i t s  God's 
word, the  appeal of the  G ita  was to  t ran scend  time, and i t  i s  t h i s  th a t  exp la in s  
i t s  t r u e  importance. The r e l ig io u s  and e th ic a l  tea c h in g s  o f fe re d  by the  GTta 
have been considered  by a l l  t im es to  be of abiding value.
However, as  w ell  as i t s  ' t im e le s s  message* the  im portance of the  GTta is
p a r t ly  exp la ined  by the  h i s t o r i c a l  purpose th a t  brought i t  fo r th ,  and the  
s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  t h i s  should not be ignored. The d a te  of th e  Bhagavadglta  cannot 
be f ixed  w ith  a b s o lu te  c e r ta in ty ,  but on th e  b a s is  of  e x te r n a l  and in te r n a l  
evidence, most s c h o la r s  accept t h a t  a da te  o f  the  t h i r d  to  the  f i r s t  cen tu ry  B.C. 
would not be too  f a r  wrong.3 The time a t  which th e  au tho r< s)  o f  the  GTta
1) J.A.B. van Bultenen, 'Vedic and Upani?adic Bases o f  Indian C iv i l i s a t io n '  in J.W, 
E lder <ed.) Chapters  in  Indian C iv i l i sa t io n ,  vol. 1, p.3.
2) R.C. Zaehner, The Bhagavad-G ita. with a Commentary based on th e  O rig ina l  
Sources. pp,6-7.
3) For Instance, J.A.B. van Buitenen, The Bhagavadglta  in the  Mahabharata. p.6; 
R.S.J. de Smet, 'A Copernican Reversal: The G i ta k a r a ' s  Reform ulation of Karma',
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w ro te1 was a pe riod  of g r e a t  r e l ig io u s  d iv is ion  and d isp u te  which saw the  
orthodox brahm apical t r a d i t i o n  under very se r io u s  cha llenge  from competing 
heterodox r e l ig io u s  system s. Whatever the  p re c ise  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  c r i s i s  for the 
orthodox f a i th ,  the  widespread a l le g ia n c e  to  and p o l i t i c a l  suppo rt  of r iv a l  
system s would in d ic a te  th a t  th e  brahm anical system no longer adequate ly  ca te red  
fo r  th e  needs and problems of la rg e  s e c t io n s  of so c ie ty .  Adjustm ents were 
needed i f  th e  orthodox f a i t h  was to  j u s t  r e t a in  i t s  po s i t io n ,  l e t  alone r e a s s e r t  
i t s  dominance. These ad ju s tm en ts  were not slow in coming; and th i s  i s  in d ica ted  
by th e  amount o f  orthodox l i t e r a t u r e  th a t  was w r i t t e n  and r e w r i t t e n  in the  
period from approxim ately  the  fo u r th  cen tu ry  B.C. to  the  fo u r th  cen tu ry  A.D., a 
period in which th e  developed Hindu t r a d i t i o n  was to  emerge.:E
Thus, one way of  looking a t  th e  G ita  i s  to  consider  i t  a s  an in te g r a l  p a r t  
of the  a t tem p t by the  orthodox t r a d i t i o n  to  meet th e  contemporary c r i s i s  in 
fa i th .  The primary and immediate purpose o f  the  au tho r  of the  G ita  was to  f ind 
a s o lu t io n  to  a p re s s in g  r e l ig io u s  problem.
This purpose  i s  im p l ic i t  in the  very s e t t i n g  of th e  Gita. God's r e v e la t io n  
i s  s e t  a t  th e  most c r i t i c a l  moment of th e  e n t i r e  Mahabharata. All a t te m p ts  to  
a v e r t  f r a t r i c i d a l  c o n f l ic t  have fa i led ;  and the  mighty Kaurava and Pandava 
arm ies a re  face  to  face  ready to  commence what w i l l  amount to  the  d e s t ru c t io n  
o f  the  known world. Kp$na i s  now decided: th e  enemies of th e  Pandavas a re  h is  
enemies and they must be destroyed , The p r in c ip a l  in s t ru m en t  fo r  th e i r  
d e s t ru c t io n ,  and the  fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  th e  d iv ine  intention;,3 s ta n d s  a t  h is  s id e  in 
th e  form of  th e  in v in c ib le  w arr io r  Arjuna. However, though Arjuna i s  th e  b ra v e s t  
of th e  brave amongst k $ a tr iy a s , th e  scene be fore  him suddenly  f i l l s  him with 
human p i ty . '1 Seeing fa th e rs ,  g ran d fa th e rs ,  teache rs ,  uncles , b ro th e rs ,
Philosophy East and West, vo l .27 no.l (1977), p.53; R.C. Minor, Bhagavad-Gita: 
An E x eg e tica l  Commentary, p p .x l i i i - x l ix .
1) While th e  q u e s t io n  o f  th e  a u th o rsh ip  of th e  GTta need not de ta in  us, the  
im pression o f  t h i s  w r i te r  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  very s u b s ta n t i a l l y  from th e  one pen.
2) T.J. Hopkins, The Hindu R elig ious  T rad it ion . pp.52~63.
3) See Bhagavadglta  ( h e r e a f t e r  Bh.G.) 11,33, 4) Bh.G, 1,28.
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f a th e r s - in - l a w  and f r ie n d s  a rrayed  a g a in s t  each o th e r , '1 Arjuna lam ents th a t  no 
good could come from a v ic to ry  i f  i t  was a t  the  p r ic e  of s lay in g  one 's  kin. They 
were, he thought, determ ined to  commit t h i s  'g r e a t  e v i l '  <mahatpapaip) merely 'ou t 
o f  greed  fo r  k ingsh ip  and pleasure* <rajyasukhalohhena
So t ro u b le d  i s  Arjuna th a t  he proceeds to  q u es tio n  th a t  most sacred  of a l l  
orthodox concerns -  th e  dharma, F r a t r i c i d a l  co n f l ic t ,  he a rgues ,  w ith  i t s  
consequent d e s t r u c t io n  of the  e t e r n a l  family dharma (.kuladharmafr sanatanah) 
would u l t im a te ly  only s to p  a t  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of a l l  dharma, and th e  o rdered  
h ie r a rc h ic  s o c ie ty  which i t  underpinned. And those  who d e s tro y e d  the  family 
dharma would s u re ly  go to  he ll .  Would i t  not be b e t t e r ,  asked Arjuna, to  l e t  the  
sons of D h p ta ra ^ t ra  s la y  him w ithout o f fe r in g  any r e s i s t a n c e ? 3 C erta in ly  i t  
would be b e t t e r  to  l iv e  on alms begged of o th e r s  than  to  s lay  one 's  s p i r i t u a l  
t e a c h e rs .4
A rjuna's  doubts  cannot be s e t  a s id e  with appeals  to  th e  time honoured 
argum ents o f  th e  duty and honour of a k $ a tr iya , fo r  Arjuna 's  in d iv id u a l  c r i s i s  
r e f l e c t s  the  c r i s i s  fac ing  orthodoxy a t  the  time. Should th e  ind iv idua l  f u l f i l l  
h is  s o c ia l  d u t ie s  or dharma, however extreme the  s i tu a t io n ,  d e s p i te  the  fac t  
t h a t  by th e  law of karma a l l  a c t io n s  (good and bad) c a r r ie d  consequences th a t  
would r e q u i r e  f u tu r e  r e b i r t h s  to  come to  f ru i t io n ?  Or should  he, as  the  
heterodox th in k e r s  maintained, sh rug  o f f  a l l  so c ia l  d u t ie s  with t h e i r  consequent 
bondage, and r e t i r e  to  th e  f o r e s t  to  lead the  l i f e  o f  a mendicant in te n t  on 
find ing  ' l i b e r a t io n '  from a l l  r e b i r th ?  A rjuna's  problem i s  s o c ie ty 's  problem, and 
th i s  Kr?pa im p l ic i t ly  r e c o g n ise s  in  h i s  teaching.
The h i s t o r i c a l  concerns of th e  Gita*s  au thor, i t  I s  worth noting , a re  a lso  
im p lic i t  in h i s  p r e s e n ta t io n  and s ty le .  The a u th o r 's  audience was not j u s t  the  
r e s t r i c t e d  and lea rned  c i r c le s  who had access  to  the  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e  (including 
the  Upani$ads>, bu t a ls o  the  o rd ina ry  r e l ig io u s  be liever .  The inc lu s ion  of the
1> Bh.G. 1.26-27. 
3) Bh.G. 1.40-46.
2) Bh.G. 1.45. 
4) Bh.G. 2.5.
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G ita  in th e  Mahabharata i t s e l f  i s  a su re  in d ica tion  of th is .  J u s t  a s  the  
gramapa t e a c h e rs  proceeded on foot tak ing  t h e i r  message to  people both high and 
low, so would th e  G ita ’s message be t ra n s m i t te d  to  people o f  a l l  s tand ings  by 
means of In d ia 's  wandering bards. This may a lso  he lp  to  exp la in  the  methods by 
which th e  a u th o r  o f  the  G ita  p r e s e n t s  h i s  views. Though i t  was a time of g re a t  
r e l ig io u s  d iv is ion , th e  way of th e  G ita ’s  a u th o r  was a l to g e th e r  more s u b t l e  than 
th a t  of open argument and d isp u ta t io n .  Instead , he f re e ly  u se s  the  ideas  and 
term inology of o th e r  system s of  b e l ie f  (both r iv a l  and t r a d i t i o n a l ) ,  while 
q u ie t ly  r e i n t e r p r e t i n g  them to  promote h is  own views, and q u a l i fy in g  or 
r e je c t in g  th e  o r ig in a l  meaning of the  o ther .  The method i s  very s u b tle ,  and for 
h is  in tended  audience, no doubt much more e f fe c t iv e ,
Clearly , too, the  message o f  th e  G ita  was designed  to  appeal to  th e  
r e l ig io u s  and em otional i n s t i n c t s  o f  even the  most o rd ina ry  b e liever ;  i t  i s  not 
an i n t e l l e c t u a l  e x e rc ise  in p re se n t in g  a reasoned and p h i lo so p h ica l ly  w a te r ­
t ig h t  argument. The t e x t  i s  w r i t t e n  from the  h e a r t  and not the  i n te l l e c t ;  and 
th i s  i s  j u s t  what th e  s i t u a t i o n  requ ired .  Thus, in any c o n s id e ra t io n  of the  Gita, 
i t  seems im portan t  to  keep in mind not j u s t  i t s  t im e le s s  message, but a lso  the
h i s t o r i c a l  concerns th a t  brought i t  fo r th .
For Kf?pa, Arjuna 's  doub ts  and confusions about duty  and a c t io n  a re  based, 
a t  th e  b roades t  leve l ,  upon a mistaken view of  Reality . In the  remainder of the  
G ita  i t  Is  Kp?na's t a s k  to  r e v e a l  to  Arjuna a new way of looking a t  and 
th ink ing  about Reality , The v is io n  th a t  Kp$pa re v e a ls  i s  very much th a t  of an 
organic  whole. Within t h i s  framework Kp?pa i s  e s s e n t i a l ly  and d i re c t ly  concerned 
w ith  c e r t a in  p a r t i c u l a r  a spec ts :  the  p re s e rv a t io n  of dharma, th e  n a tu re  of man 
and human ac tion , the  n a tu r e  o f  God, and th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  o f  man to  God and of 
God to  man. N ever the less , Kpspa n e c e s s a r i ly  touches on many o th e r  s u b je c ts  which
a re  o f  only p e r ip h e ra l  concern to  h is  major teach ings .  One of th ese  i s  th e
problem o f  p r e d e s t in a t io n  and f r e e -w i l l .  Indeed, i t  might be su g g e s te d  t h a t  t h i s
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would be a p e c u l ia r ly  d i f f i c u l t  problem fo r  God to  d i r e c t l y  consider.
N everthe less , the  problem w il l  j u s t  not go away. For Instance ,  one of the  
e s s e n t i a l  p r e r e q u i s i t e s  of e th i c a l  or moral ac tio n  (and dharma i s  a p r in c ip a l  
concern fo r  Kpqna) i s  th a t  the  ind iv idua l  should be f r e e  to  choose between 
a l t e r n a t iv e  cou rses  of ac t io n  open, and should be re sp o n s ib le  fo r  the  choices 
made. And, as  we have seen, th e  bas ic  framework of the  GTta concerns j u s t  such 
a moral conundrum: should Arjuna f ig h t ,  as duty demands, in a war th a t  w il l  
e n t a i l  th e  d ea th  o f  h i s  own r e la t io n s ,  e ld e r s  and te a c h e rs ?
However, th e  f a i l u r e  of the  Gita's  a u th o r  to  d i r e c t ly  conside r  the  problem 
of p re d e s t in a t io n  and f r e e - w i l l  has not d e te r re d  more rec e n t  w r i te r s  from 
o f fe r in g  us th e  G ita 's  so lu t io n .  Thus, some w r i te r s  admit God's overwhelming 
might but a rgue  th a t  t h i s  does not exclude a l l  f r e e - w i l l  on th e  p a r t  o f  man.1 
Others  argue  th a t  God's de term in ing  power in  th e  G ita  i s  complete; the  
in d iv id u a l  i s  compelled and q u i te  devoid of any f re e  choice.'-  Yet o th e r  w r i te r s  
o f f e r  a compromise o f  s o r t s .  Man is  u l t im a te ly  compelled by God, but may 
m it ig a te  the  e f f e c t s  of t h i s  compulsion, by f re e ly  choosing to  follow or ac t  out 
the  d iv ine  w il l .3
I t  must be r e i t e r a t e d ,  though, th a t  th e  au tho r  o f  the  GTta does not d i r e c t ly  
concern h im se lf  with the  problem. While t h i s  need not n e c e s s a r i ly  d e te r  us from 
seeking the  Gita's  s o lu t io n  to  th e  problem, i t  does make i t  more l ik e ly  th a t  
in s te a d  of the  answer being A or B or  C and so on, i t  i s  much more l ike ly ,  by 
d e fa u l t  a s  i t  were, th a t  th e  answer w il l  be A and B and C. In o th e r  words, 
su p p o r te rs  o f  a l l  s id e s  of th e  problem could put to g e th e r  from the  GTta' s  
v e rse s  a rea so n a b le  case  fo r  t h e i r  pos it ion .  An exam ination of the  G ita 's  v ision  
of Reality , more p a r t i c u l a r ly  as  i t  a p p e r ta in s  to  th e  problem of p re d e s t in a t io n
1) S.K, Maitra, The S p i r i t  o f  Indian Philosophy, p .121.
2) K.N. J a y a t i l le k e ,  'Some Aspects o f  G i ta  and Buddhist E th ics ',  U n ivers i ty  of 
Cevlon Review, vol. 13 (1955), pp .137-141,
3) de Smet, o p .c i t . . pp.62-3; Minor, op .c it . .  pp.490-1; R.C. Zaehner, Concordant 
Discord, p .145.
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and f r e e -w i l l ,  w i l l  show how t h i s  can be done.
E s s e n t ia l  to  th e  Gftfa’s s o lu t io n  to  the  contemporary c r i s i s  in orthodoxy 
was th e  a s s e r t io n  of a s u b s ta n t i a l l y  new v is ion  o f  R ea l i ty  which combined the 
g re a t  popu lar  i n t e r e s t  in p e rsona l  anthropomorphic gods w ith  the  a b s t r a c t  
s p e c u la t io n s  -  on th e  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu re  of man and the  u l t im a te  p r in c ip le  of the  
u n ive rse  -  o f  th e  Indian i n t e l l e c t u a l  and ph ilo soph ica l  t r a d i t i o n  as found 
no tab ly  in the  Upani$ads and the  developing c la s s ic a l  schoo ls  o f  Indian 
philosophy. This promotion o f  popu lar  theism, or th e  p u t t in g  of an a l l -p o w e rfu l  
p e rsona l  God back in to  the  a u s te r e  and impersonal u n iv e rse  of the  orthodox 
brahm anical t r a d i t io n ,  was poss ib ly  th e  G i ta ’s most s ig n i f i c a n t  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  
the  emergence of the  developed Hindu t r a d i t i o n .1
Throughout the  GTta, th e  a u tho r  i s  a t  pa ins  to  bu ild  up and promote the  
importance o f  t h i s  p e rso n a l  God, However, th e  f u l l  im portance and power of 
is  only rev ea led  g rad u a lly  in th e  Gita, though ever  more i n s i s t e n t ly  in the  
second h a lf  of the  tex t .  In th e  e a r l i e r  ch ap te rs  of the  GTta th e  v is ion  of 
R ea lity  th e re  rev e a le d  i s  much more obviously indebted  to  the  orthodox- 
i n t e l l e c tu a l  and ph ilo soph ica l  t ra d i t io n .
While th e  Upanlgads, th e  main exemplar of t h i s  e a r ly  i n t e l l e c tu a l  t r a d i t io n ,  
do not o f f e r  any sy s te m a t ic  or very c o n s is te n t  conclusions on th e  u l t im a te  
qu e s t io n s  concerning the  n a tu re  of man and the  u n iv e rse  with which they a re  
p r in c ip a l ly  concerned, they  do a t  l e a s t  explore  the  v a r ie d  range of 
p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  Order was ev en tu a l ly  brought to  th ese  Upani?adic s p e c u la t io n s  
when they were sy s te m a t ise d  in to  the  s ix  orthodox schoo ls  o f  philosophy. The 
GTta, i t s e l f ,  was compiled some tim e a f t e r  th e  c l a s s i c a l  (Jpani?ads, which i t  
f r e e ly  draws upon, and some time be fore  th ese  schoo ls  o f  philosophy had fu l ly  
developed t h e i r  th e o r ie s ,  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e i r  d i f f e re n c e s ,  and mounted t h e i r  
ba rr icades .
1) The Vedic d e i t i e s ,  r io to u s  as  t h e i r  behaviour may have been, were never  t r u ly  
anthropomorphic.
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Though th e  l a t e r  Vedantin or  m onis tic  school o f  philosophy was to  claim the  
GTta fo r  i t s  own, a claim which has rece ived  much accep tance  from commentators 
and t r a n s l a t o r s  down th rough the  ages, the  G ita ’s  ex p lan a tio n  o f  R eality  owes 
much more to  th e  d u a l i s t l c  th e o r ie s  c u r re n t  a t  th e  t im e .1
The e a r ly  c h a p te rs  o f  the  GTta, in  p a r t i c u la r ,  a re  avowedly d u a l i s t i c  with 
R ea lity  being composed o f  two seemingly s e p a ra te  and e t e r n a l  p r in c ip le s  -  
Prakpti or Nature, and Puru$a o r  S p i r i t ,  However, a s  we s h a l l  see, th ese  
d u a l i s t l c  c a te g o r ie s  -  e t e r n a l  though they may be -  a re  u l t im a te ly  bridged by 
sub o rd in a tin g  them to  an a l l -p o w e r fu l  p e rsona l  God in whose un ify ing  body they 
merely form s e p a r a te  p a r ts .
For th e  Bhagavadglta, Prakpti  and Puru?a a re  d ia m e tr ic a l ly  oppos ite  s t a t e s  
of being. Broadly speaking, Prakpti  i s  th e  m a te r ia l  world o f  never-end ing  time 
and i n f i n i t e  space, with i t s  e n d le ss  d iv e r s i ty  and unceasing  change. I t  i s  the  
m a te r ia l  world th a t  c re a tu re s ,  in t h e i r  ignorance, can only too  r e a d i ly  pe rce ive  
and become in to x ic a te d  with, b e liev in g  th a t  th e re  i s  only t h i s  and nothing e l s e  
to  ex is tence .
While Prakpti  i s  d iv e rse  and complex, i t  i s  easy  to  comprehend and 
experience. By c o n tra s t ,  Purupa i s  in e ssence  simple, bu t d i f f i c u l t  to  know. Even 
Kp?pa seems b e t t e r  a t  say ing  what i t  i s  not, r a th e r  than  what i t  is . In n eg a t iv e  
terms, i t  i s  a s t a t e  of e x is te n c e  th a t  i s  q u i te  beyond time, space, and change.
I f  Prakpti  i s  th e  n eve r-end ing  f lu x  of ex is tence ,  Puru$a i s  e t e r n a l ly  immutable 
and unchanging. I t  may be sa id  to  be th e  permanent mode o f  e x is te n c e  th a t
1) The GTta even c i t e s  th e  approaches of Saipkhya and Yoga which were to
become th e  names o f  th e  two g r e a t  d u a l i s t  schools  o f  philosophy. But a t  the  
time o f  th e  GTta th e s e  term s would c e r t a in ly  have r e f e r r e d  to  broad methods 
of approach to  th e  unders tand ing  of R eality  r a t h e r  than  to  sy s te m a t ic  
schoo ls  o f  philosophy. Thus, in th e  GTta, Saipkhya r e f e r s  to  the  method of 
r e a l i s in g  R ea lity  by means o f  r e f l e c t io n  and ' r ig h t  (i.e. d u a l i s t )  knowledge', 
while Yoga r e f e r s  to  th e  method o f  r e a l i s in g  R ea li ty  through  d isc ip l in e d  
contem pla tion  o r  m edita t ion . In p rac t ic e ,  each commends both approaches, but 
w ith  d i f f e r in g  emphasis and importance. See Minor, op .c it . .  pp.58-9; and P. 
C hakravarti ,  Origin and Development o f  th e  Samkhva System of Thought, pp.4-2- 
64.
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c re a tu r e s  u l t im a te ly  a s p i r e  to  when faced with th e  r em o rse le s s  and unceasing 
c re a t io n  and d e s t r u c t io n  o f  Prakpti,
I t  i s  A rjuna 's  ignorance o f  t h i s  s t a t e  of e x is te n c e  th a t  in p a r t  l i e s  behind 
h i s  dilemma; and a p p ro p r ia te ly  enough th e  f i r s t  major a re a  o f  i n s t r u c t io n  th a t  
Kp{?na in tro d u c es  Arjuna to  i s  th e  n a tu re  of the  dehinP Kp$na re v e a ls  th a t  
A rjuna's  f e a r s  a re  g ro u n d le ss  fo r  th e  human form c o n s i s t s  not j u s t  of a 
psychosomatic organism e x h ib i t in g  a l l  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  Prakpti , but a lso  of 
an immortal and im perishab le  soul, which has a l l  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  Puru$a.
I t  i s  t h i s  unknown s p i r i t u a l  core  in man which i s  the  t r u e  s e l f ,  no t the  
ephemeral psychosomatic shea th ing  of Prakpti,
Therefore, Kp?pa exp la ins , a l l  th e  forms th a t  Arjuna se e s  a rrayed  on the  
f ie ld  of b a t t l e  a re  no more than  th e  c u rre n t  tem poral bodies of the  e te r n a l  
im perishab le  so u l .s  These g r e a t  w a r r io r s  could not u l t im a te ly  be s la in  fo r  t h e i r  
so u ls  were q u i te  beyond b i r th  and d e s t ru c t io n .  The psychosomatic body alone was 
su b jec t  to  the  c o n s t r a in t s  of Prakpti, As fo r  i t s  inner  core: ' I t  i s  never  born 
nor does i t  eve r  die. I t  n ever  came to  be, nor w i l l  i t  ever  not be. Unborn, 
pe rp e tu a l ,  e t e r n a l  and anc ien t,  i t  i s  no t s la in  when th e  body i s  s l a i n . '3'
For th e  soul, i t  i s  i t s  sad f a t e  to  become bonded to  t h i s  psychosomatic 
body. To the  e x te n t  t h a t  the  so u l  o r  dehin i s  bonded to  th e  m orta l  body, i t  is  
sub jec t  to  a l l  th e  movements and v a g a r ie s  o f  Nature. And when th e  body, under 
the  impact o f  time and change, f in a l ly  decays, the  im perishab le  so u l  merely 
t ra n s m ig ra te s  to  a new deha and con tinues  i t s  bondage to  Nature. 'As a man 
leaves  behind worn-out garm ents (and) p u ts  on o th e r  new ones, so the  embodied
1) In th e  GTta, th e  immortal so u l  i s  most o f te n  r e f e r r e d  to  as  th e  atman or 
dehin ( the  embodied one), th e  l a t t e r  term in d ic a t in g  th e  s o u l 's  imprisoned 
s t a t e  in th e  body.
2) Bh.G. 2.18.
3) Na j a y a t e  m riya te  va  kadacin
nayaip bhutva  b h a v i ta  va na bhuyat}/
Ajo n i ty ah  ^a^vatoyaifi purapo
na hanyate  hanyaraane ^ a r i r e / /  Bh.G. 2.20.
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(soul) leaves  behind aged bodies (and) a t t a i n s  o th e r  new o n e s . '1
However, though bonded to  th e  world of Prakpti  th rough  body a f t e r  body, the  
sou l i t s e l f  i s  never l im ited  by th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  t h a t  tim e and space place upon 
th e  body. As Kp$na explains, ' I t  i s  in d iv is ib le ,  unburnable, unw ettab le , and 
undryable; e te rn a l ,  om nipresent, fixed, unmoving (and) e v e r - l a s t i n g . '11 In 
p a r t i c u la r ,  sarvagataft  ( 'going everywhere, om nipresen t ')  s u g g e s t s  th a t  though the 
dehin i s  a s so c ia te d  with the  body i t  i s  not confined to  i t ;  j u s t  as nityah  
( 'e te rn a l ' )  and san&tanah ( 'e v e r la s t in g ')  In d ica te  i t  i s  no t l im ited  by time.
Equally, the  embodied sou l rem ains e te r n a l ly  a t  r e s t ,  though bonded to  a 
body su b je c t  to  c e a s e le s s  change. On th is ,  fo r  the  Gita, im portan t point, th e re  
i s  rep ea ted  in s is te n c e :  th e  so u l  i s  n e i th e r  sub jec t  to  change nor a cause of 
change. In essence, th e  sou l i s  s t a t i c  and passive . At one po in t  the  G ita  
i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  s t r ik in g ly ,  p o r tra y in g  the  sou l  a s  s i t t i n g  in s id e  the  body -  
h e re  r e f e r r e d  to  as  a c i ty  with n ine g a te s  -  in f u l l  c o n tro l  but w ithout 
working: 'Renouncing a l l  a c ts  with the  mind, the  embodied (soul) s i t s ,  
com fortab le  and in c o n tro l  w ith in  the  n in e -g a te d  c ity ,  n e i th e r  a c t in g  a t  a l l  nor 
causing  a c t io n . '3 Work and ac tion , as  we s h a l l  cons ide r  a t  leng th  below, a re  the  
p re se rv e  of th e  deha and Nature.-4
1) V asansi  j i r p a n i  y a th a  v ihaya
navan i g p h n a ti  naro  a p a ra p i /
Ta tha  g a r i r a p i  v ihaya  j l rn a n y
anyan i sa ipya ti  navan i  d e h l / /  Bh.G-. 2.22.
2) Acchedyoyamadahyoyamakledyogo?ya eva ca /
Nityafr s a rv a g a ta h  s thanuracaloyaip  s a n a ta n a h / /  Bh.G. 2.24.
3) Sarvakarmapi manasa saiiinyasyaste sukhain v a$ i/
Navadvare pure  deh l  na iva  kurvanna k a ra y a n //  Bh.G. 5.13.
4) Compare Bh.G. 5.14: 'The Lord (of th e  body) produces in people n e i th e r  agency 
nor a c ts ,  nor th e  a s so c ia t io n  o f  th e  f r u i t  w ith i t s  a c ts ;  in n a te  n a tu re  
i n i t i a t e s  ( these ) . '
Na kartptvaip na karmapi lokasya s p j a t i  prabhuh/
Na karmaphalasarpyogaiji svabhavas tu  p r a v a r t a t e / /
However, w ith  seeming inconsis tency , a t  one po in t  th e  G ita  does a l l o t  the  
embodied so u l  th e  func t ion  o f  'experiencing ' Cbhoktptva). (See Bh.G, 13.20)
This may su g g e s t  th a t  in m ystica l ,  i f  no t log ica l ,  te rm s the  sou l  i s  not 
a b s o lu te ly  d i s t i n c t  from th e  psychosomatic body. Or more p laus ib ly ,  j u s t  as 
th e  so u l  may be 'foo led ' by th e  'ego' iahaipkara) in to  the  f a l s e  b e l i e f  th a t  i t  
a c ts ,  so may i t  be fooled  in to  th e  de lus ion  th a t  i t  experiences . See 
F. Edgerton, The Bhagavad G ita :  or Song of th e  B lessed One, pp.41-42.
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What the  GTta has so f a r  had to  say about Puru$a and Prakpti, the  dehin 
and i t s  s t a t e  of bondage, i s  by no means o r ig in a l .  The Gita*s views f a l l  
com fortably  w ith in  th e  s p e c u la t iv e  t r a d i t i o n  of th e  Upani$ads and the  developing 
d u a l i s t  schoo ls  o f  Indian philosophy. The o r ig in a l i ty  of th e  GTta l i e s  in i t s  
in tro d u c tio n  in to  t h i s  framework of a ca tegory  la rg e ly  unknown to  the  c la s s ic a l  
Upani$ads and th e  orthodox schools  of philosophy -  an a l l -p o w e r fu l  pe rsona l  
God.1
Whereas th e  dualism of the  Sarpkhya and Tog-a schoo ls  of thought, and of 
p a r t s  of the  Upani$ads, i s  premised on th e  ab so lu te  d i s t i n c t io n  between Prakpti  
and Puru$a, t h i s  i s  not u l t im a te ly  the  p o s i t io n  of the  GTta. For both S p i r i t  and 
Nature a re  considered  to  be a p a r t  of the  'body' o f  th e  G i ta 's  God; and th i s  
Arjuna l i t e r a l l y  se es  in th e  tremendous v is ion  o f  Kp?na's s u p e rn a tu ra l  form in 
chap ter  11.
This i s  not to  say th a t  Puru$a and Prakpti a re  in any s e n se  c rea ted  by God. 
Puru$a, in fa c t ,  i s  s p e c i f ic a l ly  d escr ibed  as 'b e g in n in g le ss '  ( a n a d iF  and 
'e te r n a l '  (n ityah);3 but i t s  dependent p o s i t io n  as  a p a r t  of God's form i s  made 
q u i te  c lea r .  'In th e  world of th e  l iv ing , a p a r t i c l e  o f  Me becomes th e  sou l 
e te rn a l .  I t  draws (to i t s e l f )  th e  (f ive)  se n se s  -  with the  mind as th e  s ix th  -  
which a re  a p a r t  of N a tu re . '4 I t  seems s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  S p i r i t  Is  here  descr ibed  
not as  God (as the  m onls ts  would r e q u i re )  but merely as  a p a r t  (ariga) of God, 
which in tu rn  becomes bonded to  Nature. I t  a lso  fo llow s th a t  S p i r i t  i s  not 
s in g le  and in d iv i s ib le  (again, a s  th e  m onists  would r e q u i r e )  but m u ltip le  in 
form, as the  l a t e r  d u a l i s t  Saipkhya and Yoga schools  p o s tu la te d .  There are, then, 
numerous Puru?as or s p i r i t u a l  monads, a l l  e te rn a l ,  and a l l  p a r t s  o f  God, which
1) While th e  Yoga School does accept the  e x is te n c e  of God, the  Igrvara i s  merely 
a s p e c ia l  s o r t  of s p i r i t u a l  monad th a t  has never been en tang led  in m atte r .  I t  
is  q u i te  a p a r t  from Prakpti  and the  o th e r  Puru$as, and they  a re  in no sense
a p a r t  o f  i t .  See M. Hlriyanna, E s s e n t ia ls  of Indian Philosophy, pp. 124-5.
2) Bh.G. 13.19. 3) Bh.G. 2.24.
4) Mamaivah?o javaloke jlvabhutal)  sanatanafr /
M anah?a$thanindriyaijl  p r a k p t i s th a n i  k a r $ a t i / /  Bh.., 15.7.
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become en trapped  in Prakpti .
The GTta a lso  makes i t  abundantly  c le a r  th a t  t h i s  union o f  S p i r i t  and
Nature i s  w il led  by and brought about by God. The o r ig in  o f  the  s o u l 's  bondage
is  th u s  d esc r ibed  in o v e r t ly  se x u a l  tones, with Kp§na a s  th e  male p r in c ip le  and
Nature as  th e  e v e r - f e r t i l e  female:
Great Brahman (i.e. Nature) i s  my womb; in i t  I p lace  th e  seed (and) 
thence  i s  the  o r ig in  of a l l  beings, 0 Bharata. The forms which a r i s e  in 
a l l  wombs, 0 Kaunteya, o f  th e s e  g re a t  Brahman i s  th e  womb, (and) I am the  
f a th e r  who bestow s the  seed .'1
In t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  Kpsoa i s  not j u s t  the  f a th e r ,  and th e  seed (i.e. the
soul); fo r  e lsew here  th e  GTta makes c le a r  what i s  h e re  su g g e s te d  -  Kp$na i s
a ls o  the  m ate rna l  womb or  mother.2 However, the  GTta does no t t a lk  of one
m a te r ia l  Nature  o r  Prakpti  (as do th e  Saipkhya and Yoga schools), but of two,
both of which a re  dependent p a r t s  of God. As Kp?na ex p la in s  i t  to  Arjuna:
Earth, water, f i r e ,  wind, e th e r ,  mind, i n t e l l e c t  and ego -  t h i s  is  my 
e ig h t fo ld  d ivided Nature. This i s  (my) lower (Nature); but d i f f e r e n t  to  
t h i s  know my h igher  Nature, which becomes sou ls ,  0 s trong -arm ed  Prince, 
(and) by which t h i s  world Is m aintained. Be aware ( th a t )  a l l  beings (have 
th e i r )  o r ig in  in th e s e  (Natures), I am the  o r ig in  and d i s s o lu t io n  of the  
whole world.3
Here Kp?pa‘s 'lower N a tu re1 e v iden tly  r e f e r s  to  Prakpti  a s  i t  has  been d iscussed  
above (and a s  more or  l e s s  d esc r ibed  by the  Saipkhya and Yoga schools). Krgpa's 
'h igher  Nature* has been th e  su b je c t  o f  some d isc u ss io n ,14 but can be reasonably  
taken to  r e f e r  to  th e  t o t a l i t y  of in d iv id u a l  so u ls  o r  puru$as  t h a t  a re  bonded in 
Nature. The a c tu a l  meaning depends on the  p re c is e  ren d e r in g  of jTvabhutam, TTva
1) Mama yonirmahadbrahma tasmingarbhaiii dadhamyaham/
Saipbhavali sarvabhutanaip  t a t o  b h av a ti  b h a r a t a / /
Sarvayoni$u kaunteya murtayab sarfibhavanti yafr/
Tasaip brahma mahadyoniraham bljapradafi p i t a / /  Bh.G. 14.3-4.
2) At Bh.G. 9.17 Kp?pa d e sc r ib es  Himself as  both the  f a th e r  and th e  mother of 
the  world.
3) Bhumiraponalo vayub khaip mano buddhireva ca /
Ahaipkara itiyaiji me bhinna p r a k p t i r a ? ta d h a / /
Apareyamltastvanyarp prakptiip v iddhi me par am/
Jivabhutarji mahabaho yayedaip d h a ry a te  j a g a t / /
E tadyonln i b h u ta n i  s a rv a p l ty u p a d h a ra y a /
Ahaip kp tsnasya  ja g a ta h  prabhavah p r a l a y a s t a th a / /  Bh.G. 7.4-6.
4) See Minor, op .c it . .  pp.240-1, and Zaehner, op .cit . .  p,245.
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may g e n e ra l ly  r e f e r  to  th e  l i f e  p r inc ip le ,  but more s p e c i f i c a l l y  i t  normally 
r e f e r s  to  th e  in d iv id u a l  sou l  a s  opposed to  the  u n iv e r s a l  soul. Thus 'become 
s o u ls '  seems th e  most a p p ro p r ia te  rendering . And as  in d iv id u a l  l i f e  is  dependent 
on the  combination of  S p i r i t  and M atter, then  i f  j lvabhvtaip  i s  what m ain ta ins  
the  world, i t  should  follow th a t  Kr?na's 'h igher N ature ' r e f e r s  to  so u ls  bonded 
in Nature, Those s o u ls  th a t  have a t t a in e d  l ib e r a t io n  or mok$a would th e re fo re  
be excluded. Whatever th e  case, i t  i s  ev iden t th a t  fo r  th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  to  be 
kept in being invo lves  both Kr?pa 's  h igher  Nature and lower N a tu re .1 I t  i s  
equally  ev iden t th a t ,  in the  Gita, Nature  and S p i r i t  a re  not considered  to  be 
c a te g o r ie s  independent o f  God; they  a re  both a p a r t  of God's form, yet e te r n a l ly  
d i s t in c t .
However, God rem ains more than  the  sum of His two N atures . In His 
su p e rn a tu ra l  form He rem ains beyond or o th e r  than them.2 As such Kr?na i s  o f te n  
described  as  the  o r ig in  and d e s t r u c t io n  of the  u n iv e rse  a s  we know i t . 3 I t  
should not be thought t h a t  t h i s  im plies  th a t  Kp?oa i s  the  'c r e a to r '  o f  S p i r i t  
and M atter  in th e  s t r i c t  sense  o f  the  term. Rather, i t  i s  Kr?na who causes  the  
evo lu tion  o r  emanation of the  t r ip le -w o r ld .
In the  Saipkhya-Yoga system Prakrti  i s  in i t s  e s sen ce  a s in g le  prim al 
su bs tance  which, with  th e  bonded puru$as, evolves th rough  some in te r n a l  dynamic 
in to  the  p h y s ica l  u n iv e rse  with a l l  i t s  d iv e r s i ty ,  b e fo re  d is so lv in g  back in to  
th e  prim al s t a t e .  This  c y c l ic a l  p rocess  i s  rep e a te d  e n d le s s ly .4 Truly can i t  be 
sa id  th a t  th e  ch ie f  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Prakrti  i s  c e a s e le s s  flux.
In the  Gita, too, Prakpti  evolves  c e a s e le s s ly  in t h i s  c y c l ica l  fashion, a
1) I t  i s  worth n o t in g  t h a t  in th e  Saipkhya and Yoga schoo ls , i t  would be q u i te  
in a p p ro p r ia te  to  use the  term  Prakpti  to  r e f e r  to  any th ing  to  do with S p ir i t .  
The G ita 's  loo seness  on t h i s  po in t  would again  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  a u th o r  i s  
not out to  p re s e n t  a sy s te m a t ic  and reasoned philosophy.
2) cf.Bh.G. 10,42.
3> cf. Bh.G. 7.6.
4> See Hiriyanna, op.cit . ,  pp. 107-13.
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process  which i s  compared to  th a t  of a day and a n ig h t  of Brahma.
At th e  coming of  day a l l  m a n ife s ta t io n s  come f o r th  from th e  Unmanifest; 
a t  the  coming of n igh t  they  d is so lv e  th e re  in th a t  ca l led  th e  Unmanifest. 
Coining to  be again  and again, t h i s  community o f  be ings -  pow erless  -  
d is so lv e s  a t  th e  coming of  n igh t,  0 son of Pptha, to  come fo r th  (anew) a t  
the  coming of day .1
However, whereas th e  Samkhya and Yoga schoo ls  pay l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n  to  the
impetus behind th i s  evo lu tion , in the  GTta a l l  Is  a sc r ib ed  to  God. As Kp?na
d e sc r ib es  th e  process:
At the  end of an aeon, a l l  beings e n te r  in to  my Nature; a t  the  beginning 
of an aeon, I send them fo r th  anew. Relying on my own Nature, I send 
f o r th  again  and again  t h i s  whole powerless m u lt i tu d e  o f  be ings through 
the  power of my Nature. s
Thus i t  i s  the  co n tro l  of Kp§na, in His s u p e rn a tu ra l  form, over His own two
Natures th a t  exp la in s  th e  ev o lu t io n  of Prakpti. Again, i t  i s  im p l ic i t  in t h i s
th a t  Kp?pa i s  more than  ju s t  th e  sum of His two Natures.
In the  Gita, when Prakrti  evolves from the  'Unmanifest', i t  seems to  
d i f f e r e n t i a t e  i t s e l f  la rg e ly  in accord with the  Samkhya-Yoga scheme of 
c a te g o rie s .  According to  t h i s  scheme the  evo lu t ion  o f  th e  m an ifes t  from the 
prim al s t a t e  o f  r e s t  ta k e s  p lace in th e  following order. F i r s t  th e re  comes fo r th  
the  ' i n t e l l e c t '  or 'consc iousness ' c a lled  th e  buddhi or ma/iat; and from the  
buddhi th e re  evolves th e  ahaipkara or 'ego', the  p r in c ip le  of in d iv id u a l i ty ;  and 
from the  ahaijikara th e r e  evolves two groups of c a te g o r ie s .  On the  one hand th e re  
proceeds th e  manas or mind, th e  f iv e  o rgans of sense, and th e  f iv e  'motor' 
organs (speech, handling, walking, evacuation , and rep roduc tion );  and on th e  o th e r  
hand th e re  a re  the  f iv e  s u b t l e  e lem ents, t h a t  is , th e  o b je c ts  of  the  f iv e  senses , 
and from th e s e  emerge th e  f iv e  g ro ss  elem ents -  space or e th e r ,  a i r ,  f i r e ,  water
1) Avyaktadvyaktayab sa rv a b  prabhavantyaharagam e/
Ratryagame p ra l iy a n te  ta t r a iv a v y a k ta sa m jn a k e / /
Bhutagramab sa  evayaip bhu tva  bhutva  p r a l l y a t e
Ratryagame ava^ah p a r th a  p rabhava tyaharagam e//  Bh.G. 8 .18-19.
2) Sarvabhu tan i  kaunteya prakptim y a n t i  mamikam/
Kalpak?aye p u n a s ta n i  ka lpadau  vispjamyaham//
Prakptim svam ava^tabhya v isp jam i punah punah/ 
Bhutagramamimam kptsnamava^am p r a k p te rv a q a t / /  Bh.G. 9 .7-8.
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and ea rth ,
This i s  r e f e r r e d  to  as  primary evo lu tion . F u r th e r  secondary  t ra n s fo rm a t io n s  
of the  g ro s s  e lem ents  produce a l l  th e  d iv e rse  o b jec ts  ( t r e e s ,  animals, bodies 
e tc .)  of ex is te n ce .  But th e s e  secondary t ra n s fo rm a t io n s  m erely r e p re s e n t  varying 
combinations of the  g ro ss  e lem ents , not new p r in c ip le s  o r  c a te g o r ie s  
( ta t  tvant.ara) in the  Saipkhya-Yoga sys tem .1
Though the  debt o f  the  a u th o r  o f  the  G ita  to  t h i s  scheme i s  apparen t 
enough, n e v e r th e le s s  he i s  not a t  a l l  concerned with d esc r ib in g  the  p rocess  of 
evolu tion , o r  even in l i s t i n g  th e  m anifested  c a te g o r ie s  w ith  any r e a l  e x ac t i tu d e .  
The most d e ta i le d  account of th ese  m anifes ted  c a te g o r ie s  i s  provided when the 
' f i e ld '  (k$eiraip) or psychosomatic body i s  sa id  to  c o n s is t  of 'The g ro ss  
elements, th e  ego, the  i n t e l l e c t  and a lso  the  Unmanifest, th e  e leven senses , and 
the  f iv e  (sense  o b jec ts )  r e l a t i n g  to  th e  s e n s e s . H e r e  th e  'e leven  se n se s '  
include the  f iv e  senses ,  the  manas, and the  f iv e  organs of ac t io n  (hands, fee t ,  
voice, g e n i t a l s ,  and anus);3 while the  Unmanifest simply r e f e r s  to  Prakrti in i t s  
prim al s t a t e .  Thus a re  a l l  th e  evolved c a te g o r ie s  of Prakpti in th e  Samkhya-Yoga 
l i s t  mentioned in  the  one spot, save  fo r  the  f iv e  s u b t l e  e lem en ts .4
I t  i s  w ith in  th e  framework of t h i s  v is ion  of R ea l i ty  t h a t  th e  G ita  g ives  
c o n s id e ra t io n  to  what fo r  i t  -  and fo r  contemporary orthodoxy -  i s  a p re s s in g  
concern: the  n a tu re  of  human ac tion . Now, as  we have seen, th e  G ita  i n s i s t s  
q u i te  rem o rse le s s ly  t h a t  the  in d iv id u a l  sou l  (i.e. S p i r i t )  n e i th e r  a c ts  nor
1) See Hiriyanna, op .c it . .  pp. 110-13.
2) Mahabhutanyahanikaro buddhiravyaktameva ca /
In d r iy a n l  da<;aikaip ca pahca cen d r iy ag o c a rah / /  Bh.G. 13.5.
3) See Minor, o p .c i t . . p.382, and Zaehner, op .cit. .  p.336.
4) The G ita  p rov ides  an even l e s s  exact account when d e sc r ib in g  Kr?pa's 'lower
Nature ': 'Earth , w ater, f i r e ,  wind, e th e r ,  mind, i n t e l l e c t  and ego -  t h i s  i s  my 
e ig h t fo ld  d iv ided  Nature. This i s  (my) lower (Nature)... ' Bh.G, 7.4-5.
Elsewhere, too, th e  G ita  prov ides  a h ie ra rch y  of th e  e lem ents which make up 
the  human being t h a t  conforms with th e  Saipkhya-Yoga scheme: 'The senses , 
they say, a re  h ig h er  (than t h e i r  ob jec ts);  th e  mind i s  h igher  than  th e  senses;
th e  i n t e l l e c t  i s  h ig h er  than  th e  mind; but what i s  above the  i n t e l l e c t  i s  he
(the  so u l) . '
I n d r iy a $ i  parapyahurindriyebhyali  paraifi manah/
Manasastu p a ra  buddhiryo buddheb p a ra ta s tu  s a h / /  Bh.G. 3.42.
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changes, In essence  i t  i s  s t a t i c  and passive; i t  i s  no agent of ac tion . Action 
and agency a re  re se rv ed  to  th e  sphere  o f  Nature. T ra n s la te d  to  th e  lev e l  of 
ind iv idua l  l iv in g  beings, t h i s  means th a t  ac tion  and change occur through the 
medium of the  psychosom atic body with i t s  organs o f  ac tion , i t s  o rgans of sense, 
and i t s  d isc r im in a t in g  and m ental f a c u l t i e s .  However, to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  the  
GTta cons ide rs  th e  human psychosomatic body involved in a c tion  in any d e ta i l ,  i t  
c ons ide rs  t h i s  p r in c ip a l ly  w ith in  the  con tex t of the  a t ta in m en t  of ' l ib e r a t io n '  
(mokfa) from the  bondage of Prakpti.
The GTta, t r u e  to  i t s  Upani?adic h e r i t a g e ,1 tak e s  a very p e s s im is t ic  view of 
the  evolved world of Prakpti. The combination o f  time and change i s  a mere 
formula fo r  s u f fe r in g ,  and when added to  the  f a c t  of t ra n s m ig ra t io n  i t  i s  a 
formula fo r  never-end ing  s u f f e r in g .  Given th is ,  i t  i s  n a tu r a l  th a t  the  h ighes t
element in the  human form i s  deemed to  be the  t im e le ss ,  immortal and Immutable
soul, which by d e f in i t io n  i s  beyond s u f fe r in g .  Therefore, i t  i s  th e  so u l  alone 
which d e se rv e s  the  accolade  of being the  only t ru e  s e l f  in man. The problem for  
Arjuna (and fo r  man) i s  th a t  in h is  ignorance he i d e n t i f i e s  h i s  t r u e  s e l f  with 
the  ever-chang ing  and m orta l  psychosomatic body; and he s u f f e r s  along with i t s  
su f fe r in g .  Therefore , the  cha llenge  fo r  the  in d iv id u a l  i s  to  t r a n s f e r  h is  sense  
of i d e n t i ty  from the  m orta l  f a l s e  s e l f  to  the  immortal t r u e  s e l f  th a t  l i e s
unknown a t  h is  core. This done an ind iv idua l  r e a l i s e s  t h a t  in  h is  essence  he is
f r e e  and immortal and has e te r n a l ly  been so; and th u s  does he overcome the  
s u f f e r in g  of Prakpti. Therefore , fo r  the  GTta (and fo r  much o f  Indian thought), 
th e  main purpose of human ac t io n  in t h i s  world i s  to  escape  from Prakpti.
For th e  a t ta in m en t  of ' l i b e r a t io n '  the  GTta commends a t  leng th  th re e  broad 
approaches: jnanayoga or the  d isc ip l in e  of knowledge, karmayoga or th e  
d isc ip l in e  o f  ac tion , and bhaktiyoga  or th e  d i s c ip l in e  of devotion. However, as 
we s h a l l  see , th e se  a re  not s e p a r a te  and m utually  e x c lu s iv e  approaches. In th e
1) See F. Edgerton, The Bhagavad G ita :  or Song of the  Blessed One, p.29.
390
GTta they  a re  a l l  i n t e r - r e l a t e d .  But the  im portant th ing  to  no te  i s  th a t  they 
a l l  assume, im p l ic i t ly  and e x p l ic i t ly ,  the  importance of human exert ion , and the 
e ff ica c y  of  human ac tion . However, as we s h a l l  see, th e  emphasis placed on the 
importance of human ac t io n  v a r ie s  considerably .
In i t s  d isc u ss io n  o f  jnanayoga  th e re  i s  no th ing  p a r t i c u l a r ly  o r ig in a l  in the 
GTta, and i t s  a l le g ia n c e  to  Upani?adic thought i s  q u i te  apparent.  In the  
L/pani$ads, s a lv a t io n  i s  premised on th e  b e l i e f  th a t  th e  p r in c ip a l  hope fo r  
r e l e a s e  from the  en d le ss  success io n  of r e b i r th s  i s  by 'knowledge* or i n tu i t i v e  
r e a l i s a t i o n  o f  the  supreme m etaphysica l  t r u t h . 1 The GTta, too, accep ts  th a t  by 
'c o r re c t  knowledge' th e  in d iv id u a l  can co n tro l  h is  d e s t in y  and achieve 
' l ib e ra t io n ' .  The power o f  knowledge is  h ig h lig h te d  in many ve rse s .  Thus does 
Kpppa exhort Arjuna: 'Therefore, cut t h i s  doubt ab id ing  in your h e a r t ,  which 
a r i s e s  from ignorance, w ith  th e  sword o f  knowledge; be take  y o u rse l f  to  yoga, and 
s tand  up, 0 B h a ra ta . ,::2 And Kpppa f u r th e r  adds: 'Even i f  you a re  th e  most s in f u l  
of a l l  s in n e rs ,  by th e  boat o f  knowledge alone, you w il l  c ro s s  over a l l  
w ickedness. '3 The n a tu re  o f  t h i s  'c o r re c t  knowledge' i s  v a r io u s ly  de fined  in the  
Upani^ads1, and the  G ita , too, has i t s  own p a r t i c u l a r  view. 'C orrec t knowledge' in 
the  GTta means r e l ig io u s  t r u t h  as  rev ea led  by Kp?na; and fo r  ' l ib e r a t io n '  from 
Prakpti t h i s  a t  th e  minimum means i n tu i t i v e  r e a l i s a t i o n  o f  the  d i s t in c t io n  
between S p i r i t  and Nature, and t h a t  a 'p a r t i c l e '  of S p i r i t  l i e s  a t  th e  very core 
of one 's  being. U ltim ate ly  th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  ' l i b e r a te d '  from th e  e f f e c t s  o f  time 
and change th rough th e  knowledge th a t  one’s  t ru e  s e l f  i s  e te r n a l ly  beyond time 
and change. This 'knowledge' must be i n tu i t i v e  knowledge, and not mere academic 
knowledge, so th a t  one 's  e n t i r e  being and way of e x is te n c e  a re  changed as  a 
r e s u l t .
1) Ibid.. pp,17-29.
2> Tasmadajhanasaipbhutarp hptsthaip jnanas ina traanah /
Chittvainarp samgayaiji y o g a m a t i ? ‘t h o t t i ? t h a  b h a r a t a / /  Bh.G. 4.42.
3) Api ced as i  papebhyab sarvebhyat) papakpttam ah/
Sarvaip jnanap lavena iva  vpjlnarp s a ip ta r i ? y a s i / /  Bh.G. 4.36. Also cf. Bh.G. 4.10, 
4.19, 4 .37-42, 5 .15-17, 15.10.
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However, given th e  n a tu r e  of th e  psychosomatic body, the  G i ta  gene ra lly
p o r t ra y s  t h i s  as  a most daun ting  task . As we have seen, the  evolved human being
c o n s is t s  of a h ie ra rch y  of e lem ents. The most im portan t element -  u l t im a te ly
th e  only element o f  Importance -  i s  the  soul. This p a r t i c l e  o f  e t e r n i t y  is  in
tu rn  held in bondage by a m a te r ia l  psychosomatic body c o n s is t in g  of in te l l e c t ,
ego, mind, s e n se s  and o rgans of a c t iv i ty .  However, i f  mok$a i s  to  be a t ta in e d
t h i s  in s trum en t  of bondage must be converted  in to  an in s tru m en t  of l ib e r a t io n
by means of the  in d iv id u a ls  own e x e r t io n s .  But fo r  th e  Gita, the  main v i l l a in  in
th e  p iece seems to  be the  se n se s  which r e l a t e  th e  in d iv id u a l  to  the  e v e r-
e n t ic in g  world of Prakpti, They th u s  b lind th e  h igher  m ental f a c u l t i e s  to  the
p a r t i c l e  o f  S p i r i t  w ith in , and f ix  them on th e  ephemeral p le a s u re s  of Prakpti,
The G ita  p o r t r a y s  th e  seduc tion  of the  se n se s  in ex trem ely  s tro n g  terms, and
the  consequences fo r  th e  psychosomatic body as being q u i te  d i s a s t ro u s .
When a man th inks  about the  o b jec ts  of sense, a ttachm en t  to  them i s  born. 
From a ttachm ent i s  born des ire ;  from d e s i r e  i s  born anger. From anger 
th e re  a r i s e s  delusion; from delusion , d is tu rb a n c e  of th e  memory; from 
d is tu rb a n c e  o f  the  memory, d e s t ru c t io n  of th e  i n t e l l e c t ;  (and) from the
d e s t r u c t io n  o f  the  i n t e l l e c t ,  one i s  l o s t . 1
Thus a ttachm ent to  the  o b jec ts  o f  sense  leads  to  a chain o f  consequences which
r e s u l t s  in 'd is tu rb a n c e  of memory* (presumably the  f o r g e t t i n g  of th e  t r u e  soul),
the  'd e s t r u c t io n '  of the  i n t e l l e c t ,  and th e r e fo r e  th e  u l t im a te  lo s s  of the
Ind iv idua l from the  poin t of view of  mok$a,
Therefore , e i t h e r  a ttachm ent to  the  o b jec ts  of se n se  is  ended o r  a l l  hope
of mok$a i s  lo s t .  The ta s k  o f  c o n tro l l in g  the  se n se s  i s  a l l o t t e d  to  the  next
h ig h es t  f a c u l ty  in th e  body, the  manas or mind,® I t  i s  th e  manas which g a th e r s
1) Dhyayato vi$ayanpuiisal? s a n g a s te ? u p a ja y a te /
S anga tsa ip jaya te  kamafr kamatkrodho a b h i j a y a t e / /
Krodhadbhavati saipmohah sammohatsmrtivibhramal)/
Smptibhran^adbuddhinaqo b u d d h in a q a tp ra n a ^ y a t i / /  Bh.G. 2 .62-63.
2> 'Renounce completely a l l  d e s i r e s  which a r i s e  from de te rm ina tion , (and) curb 
in every way the  ho s t  o f  s e n se s  by mind a lone . ' Bh.G. 6.24. 
Saipkalpaprabhavankam ahstyaktva sa rv a n a q e $ a ta h /
Manasaivendriyagramaip vlniyamya sa m a n ta ta h / /  Also cf. Bh.G. 3.7.
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in and p ro ce sse s  th e  p e rc e p tio n s  or da ta  co l le c te d  by th e  s e n s e s ,1 and which 
would seem to  be th e  lo ca t io n  o f  memory.s  However, the  G ita  does not see  t h i s  
as  an easy ta s k  fo r  th e  s e n se s  a re  s trong , and the mind i s  weak. As Kp$na 
warns: 'For the  mind, which i s  guided by the  roving senses ,  c a r r i e s  away one's 
wisdom, as th e  wind ( c a r r ie s  away) a boat on w a te r . '3 According to  the  Gita, 
even the  wise man who s t r i v e s  may s t i l l  f ind  h is  mind c a r r ie d  away a g a in s t  h is  
will:  'For, Kaunteya, even o f  a wise man who s t r i v e s ,  th e  churning sen ses  carry  
away the  mind f o r c i b l y . E l s e w h e r e ,  too, Kp?na d e sc r ib e s  the  mind as  ' f ic k le '  
(cahcaia) and 'uns teady ' (asth ira )'*  and Arjuna a lso  complains of th e  d i f f i c u l ty  
of  th e  ta s k  s e t  given th e  weakness o f  th e  mind: 'For th e  mind i s  f ick le , 0 
Kp§na, s t i r r i n g ,  vehement (and) in ten se .  I t s  r e s t r a i n t ,  X th ink, i s  very hard  to  
do, l ike  (the r e s t r a i n t )  of th e  wind."3
Therefore, i f  th e  mind i s  to  perform  i t s  p roper  func t ion  of r e s t r a in in g  the  
senses , i t  too must be brought under con tro l .  I t  might be expected th a t  t h i s  
would be th e  ta s k  o f  the  next h ig h es t  facu l ty ,  the  ahaipkara (the 'I '  facu lty ) ,  
but i f  any th ing  the  ego would seem to  be more of a h indrance  than  a help.
The G ita  has s u rp r i s in g ly  l i t t l e  to  say about th e  ahaipkara, though what i t
does have to  say would in d ic a te  t h a t  i t  must bear much of th e  burden of blame
for th e  embodied s o u l 's  p l igh t .  The ahaipkara, as the  term  implies, b e l ie v es
I t s e l f  to  be th e  c e n tre  of th e  psychosomatic body. But i t  i s ,  o f  course, only the
f a l s e  s e l f  and rem ains b l i s s f u l l y  unaware of the  t r u e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  soul. As 
such, the  ahaipkara n a tu r a l l y  co n s id e rs  i t s e l f  an agent or doer o f  ac tion  in th e  
world of Prakpti, This might be accep tab le  i f  i t  did not a ls o  delude th e  sou l 
I t s e l f  in to  th e  same (but f a l s e )  b e l ie f .  As th e  GTta p u ts  i t :  'Actions in t h e i r
1) See Bh.G. 2 .55-56, 60,67. 2> Bh.G. 3.6.
3) Indriyanaqi h i  cara ta ip  yanmano a n u v id h ly a te /
Tadasya h a r a t i  prajnarp vayurnavam ivam bhasi//  Bh.G. 2.67.
4) Yata to  hyapi kaunteya pu ru^asya  vlpa<;citah/
Indriyai^i p ram a th in i  h a ra n t i  prasabhaip manah// Bh.G, 2.60.
5) Bh.G. 6.26.
6) Cancalaip h i  manah kp?pa p ram a th i  balavaddpdham/
Tasyahaiji nigraham manye vayoriva  sudu$karam // Bh.G. 6.34.
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e n t i r e t y  a re  done by th e  gunas of Nature; (but) the  soul, deluded by the  ego, 
thinks: "I am th e  do e r" , '1 Therefore , so long as  the  sou l  i s  bonded to  m a te r ia l
Nature, i t  i s  deluded by the  ego in to  the  b e l i e f  t h a t  i t  too i s  an agent of
action; fo r  in  t h i s  bonded s t a t e  the  sou l a c tu a l ly  seems to  ac t,  though i t  can 
never ac t.  And, so long as the  soul, deluded by the  ahaipkara, b e liev es  th a t  i t  
a c ts  and s u f f e r s ,  then so long i s  i t  enchained to  one psychosom atic body a f t e r  
another. In r e a l i t y ,  of course, th e  sou l  i s  q u i te  independent of th e  body; the  
b e l i e f  in i t s  bondage i s  th e  g r e a t e s t  de lusion  of a ll .
So, i f  l ib e r a t io n  i s  to  be achieved, the  aharnkara must a lso  be pulled  in to
line, And t h i s  leads  to  the  h ig h es t  fa c u l ty  in th e  psychosom atic body, the  
buddhi, Upon i t  h inges  th e  s a lv a t io n  or the  downfall o f  th e  s e l f .  The buddhi i s  
th e  fa c u l ty  o f  d isc r im ina t ion , o r  the  mental fa c u l ty  which makes d ec is io n s  or 
judgements. I f  the  manas c o l l e c t s  and p rocesses  th e  in fo rm ation  from the  senses , 
i t  i s  the  buddhi th a t  makes d ec is io n s  upon the  b a s is  of the  processed  
inform ation. In th e  G ita , the  n a tu r e  <atmika) of th e  buddhi i s  sa id  to  be 
vyavasaya,^ which has the  sense  of 's t re n u o u s  e f f o r t  or e x e r t io n ,  s e t t l e d  
de te rm ina tion , r e so lv e  and purpose . ' According to  the  Gita, th e  buddhi i s  
d isc r im in a t in g  c o r r e c t ly  when i t s  e f f o r t  and de te rm ina tion  a re  d i re c te d  towards 
th e  so u l  (and u l t im a te ly  God) alone, and away from a l l  th a t  i s  to  do with 
P rakrti,3
The buddhi, then, i s  the  most im portant fa c u l ty  in man from the  point of 
view of r e l i g io u s  sa lv a t io n .  I t  alone, the  GTta s t a t e s ,  has th e  capac i ty  to  
apprehend th e  soul.'4 As well, th e  buddhi alone i s  capable  o f  s t i l l i n g  the  manas, 
and u l t im a te ly  th e  o th e r  lower f a c u l t i e s ,  and thus  d i r e c t in g  them tow ards S p i r i t  
and away from m a te r ia l  Nature. The G ita  s u g g e s ts  th e  n a tu re  of  t h i s  p rocess  
through th e  r a t h e r  common s im ile  of a t o r t o i s e  w ithdrawing i t s  limbs: 'When he
1) Prakpteb k riyam apani gupaib karmapi sa rva$ah / 
Ahamkaravimuqihatma k a r ta h a m i t i  m anyate//  Bh.G, 3.27.
2) Bh.G. 2.41. 3) Bh.G. 2.54-72. 4) Bh.G. 6 .20-21.
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e n t i r e ly  w ithdraws h is  se n se s  from the  o b jec ts  of sense , as  a t o r t o i s e  
(withdraws i t s  limbs), h i s  wisdom i s  f irm ly  b a se d . '1 The idea  seems to  be th a t  
the  func t ion ing  o f  th e  lower f a c u l t i e s  i s  brought under con tro l ,  and 
p ro g re ss iv e ly  absorbed in to  th e  h igher  f a c u l t i e s ,  u n t i l  a l l  a re  brought to  r e s t ,  
th u s  allowing the  sou l  to  be revealed . 'Gradually  he should  become qu iescen t 
through h is  i n t e l l e c t  holding r e s o lu te .  Having made th e  mind r e s t  in the  soul, 
he should th in k  of no th ing  a t  a l l . ,::;!
I t  is , th e re fo re ,  th e  ignorance  of th e  buddhi and i t s  f a i l u r e  to  d isc r im in a te  
c o r re c t ly  th a t  a llows th e  ahamkara to  a r ro g a te  to  I t s e l f  th e  f a l s e  b e l i e f  th a t  
i t  i s  the  t r u e  c e n tre  o f  the  psychosomatic organism, and to  thereby  delude the  
soul; and i t  i s  th e  ignorance of the  buddhi th a t  allow s the  lower f a c u l t i e s  to  
be swept away by d e s ire .  S a lvation , then, u l t im a te ly  depends upon th e  buddhi 
throwing a s id e  i t s  ignorance and f u l f i l l i n g  i t s  p roper  function .
While, according to  the  Gfta, i t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  achieve  th i s  saving 
knowledge th rough one 's  own unaided in t ro s p e c t io n ,3 th e  G ita  does o f f e r  the  
psycho /physica l  form of t r a in in g  known as  dhyana or  m ed ita t ion  as  a support ing  
technique, Again, t h i s  techn ique  assumes and r e q u i r e s  human e f f o r t  and action .
The m ental d i s c ip l in e  of dhyana l i e s  la rg e ly  o u ts id e  of th e  Vedic t r a d i t io n ,  
and i t s  promotion in th e  G ita  may be considered  as p a r t  o f  th e  e f f o r t  by the 
orthodox t r a d i t i o n  to  adapt to  th e  changing r e l ig io u s  times, B r ie f ly  put, 
m ed ita t ion  i s  a techn ique  fo r  th e  achievement of s y s te m a t ic  co n tro l  over th e  
mental p rocesses .  The b a s ic  s t e p s  include  p e r fe c t io n  of b rea th  con tro l ,  through 
which th e  in d iv id u a l  can c o n tro l  the  senses . By b r ing ing  the  se n se s  to  r e s t  the  
in d iv id u a l  can p ro g re s s iv e ly  r e s t r i c t  and co n tro l  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  the  mind u n t i l  
eve ry th ing  to  do w ith  Nature -  or what i s  not S p i r i t  -  i s  s t i l l e d ,  With the
1) Yada sa ipharate  cayaip kurmo angan iva  sa rv a sa h /
In d r iy a q In d r iy a r th e b h y a s ta s y a  p ra jn a  p r a t i $ t h i t a / /  Bh.G. 2.58.
2) Qanaih sanairuparam edbuddhya d h p t ig p h l ta y a /
Atmasaiflsthaip raanatj kp tva na kiipcidapi c i n t a y e t / /  Bh.G. 6,25.
3) See Bh.G. 13.24.
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psychosomatic body brought to  a s t a t e  o f  r e s t  th rough t h i s  ind iv idua l  
d isc ip l in e ,  the  t im e le s s  sou l w ith in  should then s tand  fo r th .  Such techn iques  of 
mental d i sc ip l in e  a re  very old in the  Indian t r a d i t io n ,  and they  were
prom inently  used and developed by he terodox groups. However, in th e  brahm anical
t r a d i t i o n  they do not make an appearance u n t i l  the  l a t e  c l a s s i c a l  Upanipads (the 
Katha, Qvetagvatara  and MaitrT Upanipads), some of which may be almost 
contemporaneous w ith  th e  G i ta .1
In the  Gita, Kp?pa prov ides  in some d e t a i l  p r a c t ic a l  i n s t r u c t io n s  on how to
undertake  m ed ita t ion ,*  but the  purpose and the  techn ique  involved i s  most
summarily d escr ibed  as follows:
S h u t t in g  out e x te rn a l  co n tac ts ,  f ix in g  th e  gaze between th e  eyebrows; 
making the  inward and outward b re a th s  even, as they  move within the  
n o s t r i l s ;  with senses , mind and in t e l l e c t  r e s t r a in e d ;  in te n t  on l ib e ra t io n ,  
with anger, f e a r  and d e s i r e  gone, th a t  sage  i s  l ib e r a te d  fo re v e r .3
Here m ed ita t ion  i s  a p sycho-physica l  form of t r a in in g  by which th e  mental
p ro ce sse s  may be brought under con tro l ,  and a l l  a ttachm ent to  Prakpti ended; an
a ttachm ent which i s  r e f l e c t e d  in such a t t i t u d e s  as  'anger, f e a r  and d e s ire ' .
The G ita ’s c o n s id e ra t io n  of jnanayoga in ev i ta b ly  r a i s e s  th e  problem of 
a c tion  g enera lly ,  in i t s  r e l a t io n s h ip  to  r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n ;  and th i s  leads  the  
G ita  on to  i t s  second approach -  karmayoga or the  d i s c ip l in e  of ac tion . The 
problem is ,  of course, g e n e ra l  to  re l ig io n s .  How should a seeker  a f t e r  r e l ig io u s  
sa lv a t io n  behave in t h i s  world so as  not to  endanger h is  h igher  search?  In th e  
Indian t r a d i t i o n  the  problem i s  even more acu te  because of the  b e l ie f  in the  
law of karma, whereby any ac t  g iv es  r i s e  to  consequences t h a t  must come to  
f r u i t i o n  in t h i s  l i f e  o r  f u tu r e  b i r th s .  But i f  a l l  a c t io n s  merely bound one to  
th e  wheel of ex is te n ce ,  how was one ever  to  escape th e  cycle  of r e b i r th  and
1) See Hopkins, The Hindu T rad it ion , pp.64-7.
2) See Bh.G. 6.11-17, 8 .10-13.
3) Spar^ankptva  bahirbahyafupcak^u^caivantare  bhruvoli/ 
P rapapanau  samau kp tva  n a s a b h y a n ta ra c a r ip a u / /  
Yatendrlyamanobuddhirmunirmok$aparayanah/
Vigatecchabhayakrodho yah sad a mukta eva s a h / /  Bh.G. 5 .27-28.
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achieve mokpa?
The obvious answer was t h a t  provided by the  v a r io u s  hete rodox  groups: 
renounce a l l  s o c ia l  and fam ily d u t ie s ,  and lead the  l i f e  o f  an a s c e t ic  or 
mendicant l iv in g  in se c lu s io n  in th e  f o re s t ,  This s t y l e  o f  l i f e  o f fe re d  f a r  fewer 
karma producing o p p o r tu n i t ie s ,  and ac t io n  could be kept to  a n ecessa ry  minimum 
while th e  se ek e r  got on with the  hard  d isc ip l in e  of r e l i g io u s  sa lv a t io n .  However, 
th i s  s o lu t io n  could only se rv e  to  undermine th e  orthodox brahm anical t r a d i t i o n  
which was based on the  maintenance of an o rdered  h ie r a rc h ic  soc ie ty .  Society, as 
we have seen, was conceived o f  as  an organic  whole in  which every  p a r t  must 
n e c e s s a r i ly  accep t i t s  a l l o t t e d  p o s i t io n  and f u l f i l l  i t s  a l l o t t e d  du tie s .
On m a t te r s  of duty  and e th ic s  th e  GTta i s  e s s e n t i a l ly  conserva tive ,  and 
u l t im a te ly  upholds th e  orthodox pos it ion .  Kp$pa in d ic a te s  th a t  i t  i s  He who 
g e n e ra te s  th e  f o u r - fo ld  c a s te  sys tem ;1 and when th e  dharma i s  endangered, He 
in c a rn a te s  h im se lf  on e a r th  to  r e s t o r e  i t . :5: The GTta i s  a lso  p a r t i c u l a r ly  
concerned to  en su re  t h a t  a l l  men f u l f i l l  not j u s t  dharma, bu t t h e i r  a l l o t t e d  
dharma.3
As a de fender  of th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  order, the  problem of how to  reco n c ile  the  
heigh tened  I n t e r e s t  in th e  p u r s u i t  of r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n  with the  need to  
p rese rv e  s o c ia l  o rder  and to  uphold th e  dharma i s  one of the  ch ie f  concerns of 
th e  Gita.*  The GTta1 s answer i s  provided in i t s  d isc u ss io n  o f  karmayoga, a 
s o lu t io n  which one a u th o r  has a p p ro p r ia te ly  described  a s  ren u n c ia t io n  in ac tion , 
a s  opposed to  r e n u n c ia t io n  of  a c t io n .K To begin with, th e  GTta r e p u d ia te s  
fo r th w ith  th e  he terodox so lu t io n .  Though the  in d iv id u a l  might wish to  renounce 
a l l  a c tio n s ,  in ac t io n  was in  any case  q u i te  impossible. The accumulated 
consequences o f  p a s t  l iv e s  would compel the  ind iv idua l  to  a c t io n .& Thus
1> Bh.G. 4.13. 2) Bh.G. 4.7-8. 3> Bh.G, 3.35.
4) cf, Bh.G. 4.16. 5) Hiriyanna, op.cit. ,  p. 121.
6) 'For no one can ever remain in a c t iv e  even fo r  a moment; fo r  a l l ,  (even the)  
unwilling, a re  made to  a c t  by th e  c o n s t i tu e n t s  born o f  Nature . ' Bh.G. 3.5,
Na h i  ka$citksanam api j a t u  t i$ th a ty a k a rm a k f t /
Karyate  hyavagah karma sarvaft p r a k r t i ja i rg u i^ a ih / /
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Arjuna's b e l i e f  th a t  he could choose to  a b s ta in  from a c t io n  and become a 
mendicant was q u i te  misconceived. And i f  no th ing  e lse ,  a c t io n  was u l t im a te ly
necessa ry  i f  only to  keep th e  body in func t ion ing  o r d e r .1
I f  work one must, then  how was the  ind iv idua l  to  ever  ob ta in  moksa in the  
face o f  the  law of  karma? According to  the  GTta, i t  was not ac tio n  in i t s e l f  
th a t  bound one to  r e c u r r in g  b i r th ,  but th e  d e s i re  fo r  th e  rew ards of ac tion .
In t h i s  a n a ly s is ,  i t  was d e s i r e  and passion  th a t  led a man to  a c tion  in the  
ex pec ta tion  o f  some ' f r u i t '  or reward. T herefore  i t  was d e s i re ,  and not ac tion , 
th a t  was th e  r e a l  enemy of th e  seeker  of r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n ,  and th a t  was most 
fundamental to  man's bondage. In s t r i k in g  term s Kp?na t e l l s  Arjuna: ' I t  i s  
des ire ,  i t  i s  anger  -  a r i s in g  from the  s tra n d  o f  ra ja s  -  th e  g r e a t  devourer, the
g re a t  ev il ;  know th a t  t h i s  i s  the  enemy on earth.'®
From t h i s  a n a ly s is  the  conclusion followed th a t  i f  the  in d iv id u a l  ac ted  
in d i f f e r e n t ly  w ithout any i n t e r e s t  in th e  r e s u l t ,  th e  a c tion  would have no 
karmic consequences, and th e r e fo r e  l ib e r a t io n  from Prakpti  would be a tta in e d .  
Renunciation of r e s u l t s ,  and not ren u n c ia t io n  of ac tion , was the  G ita's  answer 
to  th e  problem p rese n ted  by ac tion , th e  law of  karma, and inok$a. As Kr?na 
explained to  Arjuna: 'Your claim i s  to  th e  a c tion  alone, never to  th e  f r u i t s .  Let 
no t your motive be th e  f r u i t  o f  ac tion , nor your a ttachm ent be to  inac t ion . ... 
For the  wise, who a re  in te g r a te d  by the  i n te l l e c t ,  renounce th e  f r u i t  born of 
ac tion ; and they  a re  f re e d  from th e  bondage of b i r th ,  and go to  a place of 
b l i s s . 1'3
1) Bh.G. 3.8.
2) Kama e?a  krodha e$a rajogupasamudbhavab/
Maha^ano mahapapma viddhyenamiha va ir in am //  Bh.G. 3.37. cf. 2 .62-63, 3.34.
3> K arm apyevadhikaraste  ma pha le?u  kadacana/
Ma karm aphalaheturbhurm a t e  sango a s tv ak a rm ao i/ /  Bh.G. 2.47.
Karmajaip buddhiyukta  h i  phalam ty a k tv a  m anl? ipah/
Janmabandhavinirmuktab padaifi gacchantyanamayam// Bh.G. 2.51.
This a n a ly s is ,  of course, meant th a t  the  o rd inary  person  need not renounce 
a l l  h is  e x is t in g  family and s o c ia l  bonds to  lead th e  l i f e  of a mendicant, as  
the  he terodox m aintained. He could in s te a d  work tow ards s a lv a t io n  in 
w hatever s i t u a t i o n  and environment he found h im se lf  in. As most b e l ie v e rs  
could not do a Buddha and ju s t  throw o f f  a l l  fam ily and s o c ia l  o b l ig a tio n s ,
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In th e  Gita, Kp?na en d le ss ly  I n s i s t s  th a t  a fo llow er of karmayoga, t r u ly  
detached from th e  r e s u l t s ,  must n e c e s s a r i ly  hold a l l  t h in g s  th e  same. 
In d if fe ren ce ,  not inac tion , sums up th e  p o s i t io n  o f  the  G ita  on ac tion . This, of 
course, i s  A rjuna 's  problem fo r  h i s  dilemma is  caused by h i s  a ttachm ent to  the 
r e s u l t s  of th e  b a t t l e ,  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of the  family and i t s  d u t ie s ,  and the  
r e s u l t i n g  c a s te  d iso rd e r .  Kp?pa, though, counsels  Arjuna a g a in s t  t h i s  human 
defic iency: 'Hold happ iness  and s u f f e r in g ,  ga in  and lo ss ,  v ic to ry  and d e fe a t  to  
be th e  same, then p rep a re  y o u r se l f  fo r  b a t t le ;  th u s  w i l l  you incu r  no e v i l . ' 1
The G ita  develops t h i s  a n a ly s is  a s te p  f u r th e r  by a rgu ing  th a t  a c t io n s  done 
as  a s a c r i f i c e  a lso  do not bind.12 However, th e  only t r u e  r e c ip ie n t  o f  any 
s a c r i f i c e  i s  God, Therefore, Arjuna i s  advised not j u s t  to  renounce the  ' f r u i t '  
of a l l  a c t io n s ,  but: 'With mind upon th e  soul, e n t r u s t  a l l  (your) a c t io n s  to  Me. 
Be f re e  of d e s i r e  and in d i f f e r e n t ,  (then) f ig h t ,  your fev e r  gone.'3 The G ita 's  
f in a l  conclusion fo r  th e  karmayogin i s  t h a t  in s te a d  o f  doing a c t io n s  for 
pe rsona l  gain, or merely renouncing t h e i r  r e s u l t s ,  one should  do them as  a 
s a c r i f i c e  fo r  God's b e n e f i t .  As the  ' f r u i t '  i s  fo r  God and not the  doer, th e re  i s  
no karmic bondage, and hence l ib e r a t io n  w il l  be a t ta in e d .
Though a t  f i r s t  s ig h t  the  GTta may seem to  be p o r t r a y in g  Jnanayoga and 
karmayoga as  s e p a r a te  ways fo r  the  a t ta inm en t  of mok$a, t h i s  i s  not r e a l ly  the  
case. As we have seen, a t ru e  fo llow er of the  d i sc ip l in e  o f  knowledge should be 
a t ta c h e d  only to  S p i r i t  and be detached  from a l l  to  do w ith  Nature, If, a s  Kp^pa 
says, he must perform a c t io n s  in th e  world of Prakptl, then  th e s e  ac tio n s  must 
n e c e s s a r i ly  be performed with an a t t i t u d e  of in d if fe ren c e .  Equally, the 
karmayogin*s  performance of  n o n -a t tac h e d  ac tion  only makes sense  w ith in  th e  
i n t e l l e c tu a l  framework provided by Jnanayoga. Karmayoga i s  merely th e  mental
t h i s  was a most im portan t  response  to  th e  contemporary r e l ig io u s  c r i s i s ,
1) Sukhaduhkhe same kp tva  la b h a lab h a u  jay a jay a u /
Tato yuddhaya yujyasva naivaip papam avapsyas i / /  Bh.G. 2.38,
2) Bh.G. 3.9.
3) Mayi s a rv a p i  karmapi saifinyasyadhyatm acetasa/
Niragirnirmamo bhutva  yudhyasva v ig a ta jv a r a h / /  Bh.G. 3.30.
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a t t i t u d e  of Jnanayoga t r a n s l a t e d  in to  p r a c t i c e ,1
In fa c t ,  th e  G ita  u s e s  the  term  buddhlyoga to  r e f e r  to  the  combination of 
th ese  two d i s c ip l in e s /2 This term i s  a p p ro p r ia te  re c o g n i t io n  of th e  f a c t  th a t  
th e  buddhi or the  d isc r im in a t in g  f a c u l ty  i s  the  key to  s a lv a t io n .  I t  a lso  
r e in fo rc e s  th e  f a c t  th a t  both d i s c ip l in e s  assume im p l ic i t ly  and e x p l i c i t ly  the  
importance and e f f ic a c y  o f  in d iv id u a l  e f f o r t ,
However, i t  i s  im portan t  to  n o te  th a t  the  in d iv id u a l  e x e r t io n  involved in 
buddhiyoga g a in s  one not f u l l  r e l i g io u s  sa lv a t io n ,  bu t only a h a l f  way home.
And, as  we s h a l l  see, the  Gita  i s  much more s c e p t ic a l  about the  e f f ic a c y  of 
human a c tion  in achiev ing  the  rem ainder of the  journey.
The cond it ion  of the  one who has s u c c e s s fu l ly  pursued  the  pa th  of 
buddhiyoga i s  v a r io u s ly  descr ibed  in the  Gita. The Gita's, d e s c r ip t io n s  of t h i s  
condition  include: 'supreme peace1 (para f a n t i ) ,3 'complete peace ' (gantim  ... 
na is th ik lm ),* 'p e r f e c t io n '  <slddh iVs th e  'h ig h es t  goa l '  (paramam and 
paraipgatim),G and 'happ iness ' (sukha) which i s  ' im perishab le ' ( a k fa ra ) .7 More 
s ig n i f ic a n t ly ,  to  d e sc r ib e  t h i s  cond it ion  the  au tho r  of the  G ita  has a lso  chosen 
to  draw upon th e  term inology used by the  Upani$ads and Buddhism to  d esc r ib e  
t h e i r  conception of the  h ig h es t  goal -  brahman and nirvana. Thus, to  r e f e r  to 
t h i s  cond it ion  th e  G ita  u ses  such compounds as  : 'become brahman'
(brahmabhuta),s  'becoming brahman' (brahmabhuya>,3 ' t h i s  s t a t e  i s  brahman' (e?a 
brahmi s th i t ib h 1 °  'in  brahman they  s ta n d ' (brahmani te  sth ita ft),'' 1 and 'knowing 
brahman, in brahman he w il l  s ta n d ' (brahmavidbrahmapi s th ita h ').'12 However, th o se  
who achieve mok$a may a t t a i n  an even more complicated m etaphysica l  s t a t e ,
1> This, too, th e  G ita  would seem to  openly recogn ise  when i t  says: 'He who
se e s  Saipkhya and Yoga as  one, he ( re a l ly )  s e es . '  Ekaip saipkhyaip ca yogarn ca
yah p a ^ y a t l  sa  p a ^ y a t i / /  Bh.G. 5.5. In the  Glia, Saipkhya i s  equ iva len t  to
jnanayoga^ and Toga to  karmayoga.
2) e.g. Bh.G. 2 .49-51. ' 3) Bh.G. 4.39, 18.62.
4) Bh.G. 5.13. 5) Bh.G. 8.15, 14.1, 18.45-46.
6) Bh.G. 8.21, 9.32, 13.38, 16.22. 7> Bh.G. 5.21.
8) Bh.G. 5.24, 6.27, 18.54. 9) Bh.G. 14.26, 18.53.
10) Bh.G. 2.72. 11) Bh.G. 5.19.
12) Bh.G, 5.20.
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though th e  G ita  seems to  mostly  re s e rv e  t h i s  fo r  when they  die: 'he a t t a i n s  to  
the  nirvapa  t h a t  i s  brahman' <brahmanirvanamrcchati)','i 'he approaches the 
nirvapa  th a t  i s  brahman' (brahmanirvapam ... adhigacchati>t ' they  ob ta in  the 
nirvana  th a t  i s  brahman' (labhante brahmanirvanaip;'3 'around (him) is  the  s t a t e  
of brahmanirvaoam (abhito  brahmanirvanam}dx and 'he approaches th e  peace which 
has nirvana  as i t s  end' <gantim nirvanaparamaip ... adhigacchati)/s However, what 
p re c ise ly  th e  a u tho r  o f  the  G ita  means by the  term s brahman and nirvana  in 
th e s e  c o n te x ts  i s  by no means c lea r ,  and has been th e  su b je c t  of much 
con troversy  amongst t r a n s l a t o r s  and commentators.
The d i f f i c u l ty  with the  use of the  word brahman i s  th a t  in most of the  
Upanigads i t  i s  th e  name used fo r  the  Absolute; and as  th e  predominant view in 
the  Upani$ads i s  th a t  the  sou l  or atman i s  brahman, t h e s e  d e s c r ip t io n s  have 
o f ten  been taken to  support  a m onis tic  i n te r p r e ta t io n  o f  th e  G ita  in which the  
' l ib e r a te d '  so u l  i s  absorbed in to  brahman, losing  a l l  in d iv id u a l i ty .  Indeed, by 
t h i s  i n te r p r e ta t io n ,  as  th e  Absolute o r  brahman i s  One w ithou t a second, then 
th e  very idea  of a s e p a ra te  ind iv idua l  sou l  i s  an i l lu s io n  when compared to  th a t  
u n f ra c t io n a b le  One. I t  a lso  fo llow s th a t  abso rp t ion  in to  th e  Impersonal Absolute 
i s  th e  h ig h es t  goal  in the  G ita , and not r e a l i s a t i o n  of one 's  r e l a t io n s h ip  with 
the  Personal God.
However, a t  th e  tim e of the  Gita, and c e r ta in ly  a t  the  time of the  
Upanipads, the  meaning of the  term brahman was by no means s e t t le d ;* 1 and, in 
any case, th e  G ita  i s  in the  h a b i t  o f  providing i t s  own p a r t i c u l a r  meaning to  
commonly used terms. I t  would seem th e  b e s t  gu ide to  the  G i ta 's  unders tand ing  
of th e s e  term s should  be what th e  G ita  i t s e l f  has to  say about them. To do 
o therw ise  i s  to  r i s k  read ing  in preconceived ideas.
The G i ta 's  own wording would su g g es t  t h a t  th e s e  term s simply r e f e r  to  the
1) Bh.G. 2.72. 2) Bh.G. 5.24.
4) Bh.G. 5.26. 5) Bh.G. 6.15.
6) See J. Gonda, Notes on Brahman, pp. 1-60.
3) Bh.G. 5.25.
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in d iv id u a l 's  'd iscovery ' or r e a l i s a t i o n  of h is  own s p i r i t u a l  core; th a t  is , the
t im e le ss ,  immutable, and l im i t l e s s  s t a t e  of e x is te n ce  which i s  h i s  own s o u l .1
Thus a t  2 .71-72, th e  G ita  t e l l s  us:
Forsaking a l l  d e s i re s ,  th e  man who wanders about w ithou t longing, 
in d i f f e r e n t ,  and f re e  from ego, approaches peace. This, 0 P ar tha ,  i s  the 
s t a t e  o f  brahman; a t t a in in g  i t ,  one i s  not deluded. Abiding in t h i s
( s ta te ) ,  even a t  death, one a t t a i n s  to  the  nirvana  t h a t  i s  brahman.3
Here th e  f i r s t  v e rse  o u t l in e s  th e  s t a t e  of in d if fe ren c e ,  both m ental and
physical, t h a t  i s  r e q u ire d  fo r  mok$a, The second v e rse  says  th a t  t h i s  detached
s t a t e  i s  brahman. There i s  no s u g g e s t io n  anywhere t h a t  i t  i s  the  s t a t e  o f  pure
consciousness  th a t  i s  th e  m on is t ic  Absolute.
S im ila r ly  5.19 d e f in e s  brahman in term s of the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the  
l ib e r a te d  yogini 'In t h i s  very world, those  whose minds a re  s e t t l e d  in 
in d if fe ren c e ,  conquer ( the  p rocess )  o f  emanation. For brahman i s  f a u l t l e s s  and 
in d i f fe r e n t ;  th e r e fo r e  in brahman they ab ide . '3 In t h i s  verse , i t  i s  s a id  th a t  
when th e  mind or manas i s  's ta n d in g  in  in d if fe re n c e '  (samye sth lta ip ), then  such 
people a re  's tan d in g  in brahman'. Brahman, i t  follows, i s  a name fo r  the  s t a t e  
which i s  ' i n d i f f e r e n t '  and 'w ithou t f a u l t ' ;  and th i s  i s  th e  s t a t e  of th e  l ib e ra te d  
one who has  r e a l i s e d  th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between Nature and S p i r i t ,  This s t a t e  of 
p e r f e c t  in d if fe re n c e  i s  h e re  a t t a in e d  while ye t in th e  world. Again, th e r e  i s  no 
s u g g e s t io n  a t  a l l  t h a t  brahman r e f e r s  to  the  s t a t e  o f  pure  consciousness  of the  
m onis t ic  Absolute,^
1) This would seem to  be th e  view of  a t  l e a s t  R.C, Zaehner and R.N. Minor, 
Zaehner, who s t r e s s e s  Buddhist In fluence  th roughou t th e  Gita, p o in ts  ou t 
t h a t  th e  compound brahmabhuta i s  a s to ck  e p i th e t  in th e  P a l i  Canon of  the  
man who has achieved l ib e ra t io n ,  and e n te red  nirvana, As such, th e  phrase  
brahmabhuta means to  e n te r  'a form o f  e x is te n c e  which i s  unconditioned by 
space, time, and causa t ion , th e  very  " f lavour"  of nirvana.' Zaehner, The 
Bhagavad-G ita  ... o p .c i t . . p.214. Also Minor, op .c it . .  pp.96-8.
2) Vihaya kamanyaft sa rvanpum ah^ ca ra t i  nihspphafr/
Nirmamo nirahaipkarah sa  g a n t im a d h ig a cc h a t i / /
E?a brahm l s t h i t i h  p a r th a  nainaiji prapya v im uhyati /
S th i tv a sy a m a n ta k a le  ap i brahm anirvaparopcchati/ /  Bh.G. 2 .71-72.
3) Ihaiva ta i r j i ta fo  sa rgo  ye$aip samye s th l taq i  manaft/
Nirdo?ani h i  samaip brahma tasmadbrahmarii t e  s t h i t a h / /  Bh.G, 5.19.
4) cf. Bh.G. 6.27, 18.54.
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Therefore, when brahman i s  used of the  l ib e ra te d  yogin , i t  merely r e f e r s  to  
th e  s t a t e  o f  consciousness  a t t a in e d  when a l l  to  do w ith  n o n -S p ir i t  has been 
abandoned. Such a yogin  has r e a l i s e d  the  t r u e  n a tu re  o f  h i s  sou l as t im eless ,  
immortal and immutable. The brahman of the  G ita  i s  not th e  Absolute  of  the  
Upanipads or the  Absolu te  of Advaita Vedanta.
That t h i s  i s  so is  f u r th e r  s u g g e s te d  by the  f a c t  th a t  th e  term brahman i s  
used in a v a r i e ty  o f  o th e r  s e n se s  in the  Gita. I t  i s  commonly used to  r e f e r  to  
P ra k fti, or Kpsna's lower N a tu re .1 Brahman i s  a lso  c e r t a in ly  used to  r e f e r  to  the  
Kedas in th e  exp ress ion  gabdabrahman, ' th e  word brahmanY2 ju s t  as i t  is  an 
e p i th e t  fo r  Kp^pa in the  exp ress ion  paraip brahman.'-7<
I f  the  a u th o r  o f  th e  G ita  has converted  th e  Upani§adic brahman to  h is  own 
ends, the  same may be expected  o f  the  term nirvapa. By o r ig in  nirvapa  i s  a 
Buddhist term, and i s  no t adopted in to  th e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n  u n t i l  a f t e r  i t s
acceptance  by the  CTta.'4 The term i s  used by Buddhists  to  r e f e r  to  th e  s t a t e  of
l ib e ra t io n  a t t a in e d  in t h i s  l i f e ,  with th e  term parinlrvapa  being normally 
rese rv ed  fo r  the  s t a t e  o f  th e  en ligh tened  one a f t e r  death. L i te r a l ly  the  term 
means 'blowing o u t '  and r e f e r s  to  the  e x t in c t io n  of th e  d e s i r e  and s u f f e r in g  
which a re  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of worldly e x is te n ce  and the  cause  of r e b i r th .
This is ,  i f  you like, th e  n e g a t iv e  s id e  of th e  term. To what e x te n t  th e re  is  a 
p o s i t iv e  con ten t to  th e  term has  been a sub jec t  of e n d le ss  con troversy  given 
the  Buddha's de n ia l  of th e  idea o f  an e te r n a l  sou l  and re lu c ta n c e  to  sp e c u la te  
on m etaphysica l  i s su e s .  However, t h i s  i s  a problem f o r  the  Buddhists, fo r  i t  i s  
the  Gita?s u se  of th e  term th a t  i s  of concern here. In th e  G ita , nirvana  Is  
normally used in th e  compound brahmanirvapa, ' th e  nirvapa  t h a t  i s  brahman\ s  and
th i s  compound i s  used to  in d ic a te  th e  s t a t e  the  l ib e r a t e d  yogin  a t t a in s ,  more
e sp e c ia l ly  a t  death  a s  opposed to  in t h i s  l i f e .  As th e  compound equa tes
1) Bh.G. 3.15, 4 .24-5, 5.10, 14.3-4.
2) Bh.G. 6.44. 3) Bh.G. 10.12, 13.12.
4) Zaehner, The Bhagavad-G ita  ... op .c it . .  p. 159.
5> See Bh.G. 2.72 and 5,24-26. Only a t  6,15 i s  the  term used by i t s e l f .
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th e  two term s, and as  brahman r e f e r s  to  the  s t a t e  of consciousness  of the  
l ib e ra te d  yogin  and not to  any Upani§adic Absolute, then  i t  seems reasonab le  to  
conclude th a t  nirvapa  must do the  same.1
One could be fo rg iven  fo r  w ishing th a t  the  a u th o r  o f  the  G ita  had used 
th e se  term s with  g r e a t e r  p rec is ion , or poss ib ly  not used them a t  a l l ,  given 
t h e i r  currency  a t  th e  time. But the  use o f  th e  term s was no doubt q u i te  
in te n t io n a l .  The r e a l  purpose of the  au tho r  of th e  G i ta  seems to  have been to  
take  two of th e  most commonly used contemporary te rm s  to  in d ic a te  th e  h ighes t  
r e l ig io u s  goal, and then  to  su b o rd in a te  them to  the  supremacy of h is  pe rsona l  
God. For the  G ita  makes i t  q u i te  c le a r  th a t  Kp$na, and not brahman or nirvapa, 
i s  the  h ig h e s t  goal. Thus th e  yogin  i s  sa id  to  'approach th e  peace which has 
nirvana  as  i t s  h ig h e s t  and which s ta n d s  in Me.'^ In t h i s  v e rse  the  peace of 
nirvana  i s  th e  reward o f  the  yogin  who has r e a l i s e d  th e  e t e r n a l  n a tu r e  of h is  
t r u e  soul; but t h i s  i s  not th e  f in a l  goal, fo r  nirvana  i s  sa id  to  s tand  or be 
e s ta b l i s h e d  in the  p e rso n a l  God. The same i s  th e  case  with the  term brahman, 
fo r  Kr?h® q u i te  in d isp u tab ly  says: 'I  am the  foundation  of brahman.'^
So fa r ,  then, we have seen th a t  through human e f f o r t  and e x e r t io n  the  s t a t e  
of  brahmanirvapa (however i t  i s  in te r p re te d )  may be a t ta in e d ,  though th i s  only 
tak e s  th e  yogin  p a r t  of the  way tow ards the  G ita 's  f in a l  g oa l  -  th e  r e a l i s a t i o n  
o f  one 's  r e l a t io n s h ip  with th e  supreme p e rsona l  God. The Gita, i t  should be 
noted, i t s e l f  lay s  emphasis on th e  importance o f  in d iv id u a l  human e f f o r t  in the  
a t ta inm en t  o f  s a lv a t io n .  I t  does t h i s  no tab ly  in a v e rs e  which p lays  on the  dual 
meaning of  atman as  th e  r e f l e x iv e  pronoun or phenomenal ind iv idual,  and as  the  
sou l  o r  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  s e l f :  'One should u p l i f t  th e  S e lf  by onese lf ;  one should
1) Note, too, van B uitenen 's  su g g e s t io n  on th e  use o f  nirvapa  a t  2.72: 'su re ly  a 
rep ly  to  th e  Buddha's d e c la r in g  th a t  even while ta k in g  a b rahm an is tic  s tance  
in a l i f e  o f  s o c ia l  a c t iv i ty ,  a person  can a t t a i n  th e  s e r e n i ty  which the  
Buddhists  have a r ro g a te d  to  them selves  while not s o c ia l ly  a c t i v e . ’ van 
Buitenen, The B hagavadglta  ... op .c it . .  p,163.
2) §antirp nirvapaparamaip m atsa ips tham adh igaccha ti/ /  Bh.G. 6.15,
3) brahmapo h i  p r a t i ^ h a h a m  Bh.G. 14.27.
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not l e t  th e  S e lf  s ink  down. For o n e se lf  alone i s  the  f r ie n d  of the  Self; (and)
o n e se lf  alone i s  the  enemy of  the  S e l f . '1 Kr$na a lso  em phasises the  need for
ind iv idua l  e x e r t io n  when answ ering A rjuna's  doubts  about th e  d i f f i c u l ty  of yoga:
Undoubtedly, 0 s tro n g -a rm ed  (prince), the  mind i s  hard to  subdue and 
f ick le ;  but Kaunteya, i t  can be r e s t r a in e d  by re p e a te d  d isc ip l in e  and 
in d if fe re n c e  (to  worldly d e s ire s ) .  In my opinion t h i s  yoga  i s  hard to  
a t t a i n  by one whose s e l f  i s  no t con tro lled ;  bu t i t  can be a t ta in e d ,  by the 
proper  means, by one whose s e l f  i s  c o n tro l led  (and) who e x e r t s  himself.'^
N ever the less , while  accep ting  th e  importance of human ac tion , th e  G ita , i t  
must be emphasised, does not consider  th e  human agen t a s  t o t a l l y  f re e  and 
u n re s t ra in e d  in th e  doing of human ac tion . The G ita  rec o g n ise s  th a t  th e  a b i l i t y  
of in d iv id u a ls  to  seek and achieve ends, including mok$a, v a r i e s  considerably; 
and th e se  v a r i a t io n s  i t  p r in c ip a l ly  exp la in s  in term s of th e  theo ry  of the  gunas 
and th e  law of karma.
According to  th e  G ita 's  metaphysics, Prakpti  p roceeds th rough  e v e r - re c u r r in g  
cycles  from a s t a t e  of prim al u n i ty  to  manifold d iv e r s i t y  to  prim al u n i ty  again. 
The d i f f i c u l ty  fo r  th e  G ita's  a u th o r  i s  how to  account fo r  th e  tremendous 
d iv e r s i ty  t h a t  comes fo r th ,  We have seen how the  Gita's  au tho r ,  drawing upon 
contemporary d u a l i s t  th e o r ie s ,  accepted  the  o u t l in e s  of a scheme whereby out of 
th e  primal 'm a t te r '  t h e r e  came f o r th  tw e n ty - fo u r  p r in c ip le s  of  Nature, which 
with the  v a r io u s  secondary t ra n s fo rm a t io n s ,  produced a l l  th e  manifold forms of 
ex is tence ,  anim ate and inanimate.
However, t h i s  e xp lana tion  only accounts  fo r  h a l f  th e  d iv e r s i ty .  While i t  
n e a t ly  accoun ts  fo r  th e  o r ig in  o f  th e  v a r io u s  forms or p a r t s  of fu l ly  evolved 
Prakpti  (e.g. humans and t r e e s )  i t  does not exp la in  th e  d i f f e re n c e s  w ith in  each 
of  th e s e  p a r t s .  To account fo r  these ,  the  Gita  adopts  a seemingly simple and 
im ag ina tive  so lu t io n :  the  th eo ry  of th e  gupas.
1) Uddharedatmanatmanaiji na tm anam avasadaye t/
Atmaiva hyatmano bandhuratm aiva r ip u ra tm a n a h / /  Bh.G. 6.5.
2) Asaipgayaip mahabaho mano durnigraham calam/
Abhyasena tu  kaunteya v a lragyepa  ca gphyate/7  
Asaipyatatmana yogo du?prapa  i t i  me m atih /
Vagyatmana tu  y a t a t a  gakyo avap tum upaya tah //  Bh.G. 6.35-36.
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The word gupa, by o r ig in ,  means a s t r a n d  or th read , more p a r t i c u l a r ly  of a 
rope or  chord. By t h i s  analogy, j u s t  as a rope c o n s i s t s  of the  in terw eaving  of 
the  component s t r a n d s  and no th ing  e lse ,  then  so does m a te r ia l  Nature c o n s is t  of 
the  in te rw eav ing  of the  va rious  gunas, and nothing e l s e . 1 There a re  th re e  gunas 
only. The f i r s t  gupa, ca lled  s a t t v a i s  normally t r a n s l a t e d  a s  'goodness', though 
more c o r r e c t ly  i t  r e f e r s  to  'p u r i ty '  and 'b r ig h tn e s s ' ,  In p a r t i c u l a r ,  i t  i s  the  
s t r a n d  th a t  he lp s  th e  embodied so u l  to  f ind  r e l e a s e  from bondage to  Nature. The 
second guna, ca lled  rajas,3 is  u su a l ly  t r a n s la t e d  a s  'passion , a c t i v i t y  or 
energy', though by o r ig in  i t  deno tes  'dus t  or dusty  co loured '.  This guna, in 
p a r t ic u la r ,  promotes ac t io n  and i s  c h a ra c te r is e d  by passion , purpose and energy, 
The th i r d  guna, c a lled  tamas,41 l i t e r a l l y  means 'd a rkness ' and Implies 'du l lness ,  
i n e r t i a  or s lo th ' .  I t  i s  the  very o p pos ite  of the  p u r i ty  and b r ig h tn e s s  of 
sa ttva , and of the  energy and a c t iv i t y  of rajas.
The p r in c ip a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the  th re e  gupas a re  well descr ibed  in
Krona's c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of th e  va r io u s  s o r t s  of bondage according to  the  gunas:
Sattva , rajas, tamas -  th e s e  a re  the  s t r a n d s  a r i s in g  from Nature. They, 0 
s tro n g -a rm ed  (prince), bind th e  im perishable  embodied (soul)  to  th e  body. 
Amongst these ,  s a t tv a ,  because o f  i t s  p u r i ty ,  i s  i l lu m in a t in g  (but y e t)  i t  
binds ( the sou l)  th rough a ttachm ent to  joy and knowledge, 0 s in l e s s  one. 
Know t h a t  ra ja s  has the  n a tu re  of passion  and a r i s e s  from a ttachm ent to  
des ire ;  i t  b inds th e  embodied (soul)  through a ttachm en t  to ac tion , 0 
Kaunteya. But know th a t  tamas i s  born from ignorance  (and) de ludes  a l l  
embodied (souls); 0 Bharata , i t  binds through c a re le s s n e s s ,  indolence, and 
s le e p in e s s .  Sa ttva  causes  a ttachm ent to  joy, ra jas  to  ac tion , 0 Bharata. 
But tamas, covers over knowledge, (and) causes  a ttachm en t  to  
carelessness.-*
1) In the  G ita  th e  gunas a re  v a r io u s ly  descr ibed  a s  being 'born o f  Nature ', 
prakp tija  (3.5, 18.40), or  'produced from Nature ', prakptisaipbhavab (14.5), or 
more simply they  a re  s a id  to  be 'o f  Nature ', prakpte fy (3.27, 3.29). Though the
exac t  s ig n i f ic a n c e  ( i f  any) of say ing  th a t  the  gunas a re  born of or produced
from Prakpti i s  no t e n t i r e l y  c lea r ,  i t  would s t i l l  seem th a t ,  combined 
to g e th e r ,  they  a re  m a te r ia l  Nature.
2) From sa t  'being ', th e  p re se n t  p a r t i c ip le  of as ' to  be'.
3) From ra j  ' to  glow, to  be ex c ited ' .
4) From tam ' t o  pe rish ,  grow sad . '
5) Sattvaip r a ja s ta m a  i t i  gupah p rak r tisa ipbhavah /
Nibadhnanti mahabaho dehe dehinamavyayam//
T a tra  sa ttvam  nirm alatvatprakaijakamanamayam/
Sukhasangena ba d h n a ti  jhanasangena  can ag h a //
Rajo ragatmakam viddhi tp^hasahgasamudbhavam/
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These th re e  s t r a n d s  pervade a l l  th e  phys ica l  (animate and inanim ate) and 
mental phenomena in th e  t r ip le -w o r ld .  Nothing, Kp9ha s t a t e s ,  e scapes  the  hold of 
th e  th r e e  gupas -  even th e  very gods a re  su b jec t  to  them.1 I t  i s  through the 
preponderance o f  one or o th e r  o f  th e  gunas th a t  the  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a ra c te r  or 
n a tu re  of any p a r t  o f  m a te r ia l  Nature  i s  determ ined.a Though i t  has only th ree  
e lem ents in i t s  exp lana to ry  ap p a ra tu s ,  the  guna theo ry  has th e  capac ity  to  
expla in  a l l  v a r i a t io n s  w ith in  the  p a r t s  o f  Nature.
The GTta c l a s s i f i e s  a wide s e le c t io n  of physica l  and mental phenomena in 
term s of th e  th r e e  gunas, but u l t im a te ly  th e  bulk o f  th e  phenomena chosen can 
be seen to  r e l a t e  to  what i s  one o f  the  G ita 's  p r in c ip a l  concerns -  human 
a c tio n  and the  achievement of r e l i g io u s  sa lv a t io n .  I t  i s  the  gunas  t h a t  expla in  
or  account fo r  the  v a r ia t io n s  in the  a b i l i t y  o f  human a c tion  and e f f o r t  to 
achieve l ib e ra t io n .
Thus in th e  f in a l  chap ter,  Kr?ha c l a s s i f i e s  in term s o f  th e  guna theory  the  
elem ents o f  knowledge, ac tion , the  agent of action, the  i n t e l l e c t ,  and the  
re so lv e  of th e  agen t of ac tion . These a re  a l l  c ru c ia l  in g re d ie n ts  in the  
d i s c ip l in e s  o f  knowledge and a c t io n  -  both of which p resuppose  th e  importance 
and e f f ic a c y  of human a c tion  -  and we must now conside r  them.
(a) Knowledge:
Know th a t  th a t  knowledge i s  o f  the  n a tu re  of sa ttv a  which sees  a s in g le  
im perishab le  being amongst a l l  c re a tu re s ,  the  undivided amongst th e
T annibadhnati  kaunteya karmasahgena dehinam/7 
Tamastvajhanajarp v iddhi mohanaip sarvadehinam / 
P ra m a d a la sy a n id ra b h is tan n ib a d h n a t i  b h a r a t a / /
Sattvaip sukhe s a n ja y a t i  ra ja h  karmani b h a r a ta /
Jnanam avrtya tu  tamah pramade s a h ja y a ty u ta / /  Bh.G. 14.5-9.
1) Bh.G. 18.40.
2) In th e  GTta, i t  should be noted, m a te r ia l  Nature in c lu d e s  not j u s t  physica l  
forms, but a lso  the  mental f a c u l t i e s  of l iv ing  beings, p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  man. 
When used to  account fo r  the  n a tu r e  o f  phys ica l  phenomena, th e  gupas seem 
to  have a co n c re te  a p p l ic a t io n  with the  sense  of being a phys ica l  
c o n s t i tu e n t  p a r t  o f  Nature, in th e  same way t h a t  a s t r a n d  i s  in a rope. 
However, when used to  account fo r  mental phenomena, th e  gunas seem to  have 
a more a b s t r a c t  a p p lic a t io n  with the  sense  of being a p a r t i c u l a r  q u a li ty .  By 
comparison, th e  developed Saipkhya philosophy i n s i s t s  th a t  th e  gupas a re  
p hys ica l  c o n s t i tu e n t  p a r t s  of m a t te r  and not q u a l i t i e s .  See F. Edgerton, The 
Bhagavad G ita :  or Song of th e  Blessed One, p.39.
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divided. But th a t  knowledge which pe rce ives  amongst a l l  c re a tu r e s  
m anifold and d i f f e r e n t  forms because o f  t h e i r  s e p a ra te n e s s ,  know th a t  
t h a t  knowledge i s  of the  n a tu re  of ra ja s . But ( th a t  knowledge) which is  
i r r a t i o n a l l y  a t ta c h e d  to  a s in g le  ob jec t  as  i f  i t  were a l l ,  t r i f l i n g  and 
not conforming to  t ru th ,  t h a t  (knowledge) is  c a l le d  tamas.1
S a t tv ic  knowledge, then, i s  t h a t  which se e s  in a l l  c r e a tu r e s  -  div ided and ev e r-
changing though they  a re  -  th e  unchanging and undivided (or s in g le )  soul,
S a t tv ic  knowledge se es  th e  sou l  a s  the  exact opposite  o f  Nature. However,
r a j a s i c  knowledge s e e s  beings only in term s o f  t h e i r  d iv is io n s  and d if fe re n c es ,
and not in  term s of th e  underly ing  e te r n a l  soul, Rajasic knowledge only sees ,
and is  only a t ta c h e d  to  Nature. Tamasic knowledge s e e s  only the  p a r t i c u l a r
objec t or purpose to  which i t  i s  a t tach ed ,  be liev ing  th a t  t h i s  i s  a l l  t h e r e  is.
I t  knows not the  soul. Tamasic knowledge i s  concerned with what i s  t r i f l i n g ,  or
unim portant and in s ig n i f ic a n t ,  and not with what conforms to  t r u t h  or r e a l i ty .
(b> Action:
That a c t io n  i s  ca lled  of th e  n a tu re  of s a t t v a  when i t  i s  done without 
pass ion  or ha te , f r e e  from a ttachm ent, (and as )  e s ta b l i s h e d  (by 
s c r ip tu r e s ) ,  by one who does not seek reward. But ac t io n  is  ca lled  of the  
n a tu re  of r a ja s  when, e n ta i l in g  much e f f o r t ,  i t  i s  done by one who seeks 
reward or by one who i s  e g o is t ic .  That ac tion  i s  c a l le d  tamas which is  
undertaken  from de lus ion  w ithout paying reg a rd  to  consequence, ( including) 
d e s t r u c t io n  or in jury , (and one 's  own) prowess (fo r  i t ) . :~
T herefore  s a t t v i c  a c tion  i s  doing what i s  req u ired  by r e l i g io u s  duty, as defined
in th e  sacred  t e x t s ,  w ithou t a ttachm en t to  th e  ac t io n  i t s e l f  or the  r e s u l t s .  By
c o n tra s t ,  r a j a s i c  a c t io n  i s  again  d i s t in g u is h e d  by a ttachm ent to  r e s u l t s  and
d es ire ,  and with th e  f a l s e  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  sou l does th e  ac tion . Tamasic a c tion
i s  the  product o f  de lusion, and i s  seemingly done w ithout any ca re  o r  regard
1) Sarvabhutesu  yenaikam bhavamavyayam lk?ate/
Avibhaktaip v ibhak te?u  tajjnanaip  v iddhi s a t tv ik a m / /  
Ppthaktvena tu  yajjnanarp nan ab h av an p r th ag v id h an /
V e t t i  s a rv e ? u  bhute§u ta jjnanaip  v iddhi r a ja s a m //
Y attu  kptsnavadekasm inkarye saktaraahetukam/ 
A ta ttva rthavada lpa ip  ca ta t tam asam udahrtam /7  Bh.G. 18.20-22.
2) Niyataip sa n g a ra h ita m a rag a d v e ? a ta h  kptam/
Aphalaprepsuna karma y a t t a t s a t t v ik a m u c y a te / /
Y attu  kamepsuna karma sahaipkarena va punah/
K riyate  bahulayasaip tad ra ja sam udahp tam //
Anubandharp k^ayaip hiiisamanapekgya ca pauru§am/ 
M ohadarabhyate karma y a t ta t ta m a s a m u c y a te / /  Bh.G. 18.23-25.
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fo r  s o c ia l  norms.
(c) Agent o f  action:
An agent i s  s a id  to  be of th e  n a tu re  of s a t t v a  when he i s  unchanged in 
su c ce ss  and f a i lu r e ,  f i l l e d  with r e s o lu t io n  and perseverance , speaks not 
of 'I ', and i s  f reed  from a ttachm ent. An agent i s  dec la red  to  be of the  
n a tu re  o f  ra ja s  when he i s  f i l l e d  with joy and g r i e f ,  impure, h u r t f u l  by 
na tu re ,  greedy, d e s i ro u s  o f  the  f r u i t  of h is  ac t io n s ,  and pass iona te .  An 
agent i s  ca lled  of th e  n a tu re  of tamas when he i s  despondent and 
p ro c ra s t in a t in g ,  indo len t,  d e c e i t fu l ,  f rau d u len t ,  a rro g a n t ,  vu lgar, and 
unp repa red .1
Again, the  s a t t v i c  agen t i s  f re e  from attachm ent to  r e s u l t s ,  and from the  idea 
t h a t  th e  so u l  a c ts .  Also, the  s a t t v i c  agen t i s  in d i f f e r e n t ,  th e  same in success  
and f a i lu re .  The r a j a s i c  agent i s  an agent of d e s i r e  and i s  a t ta ch e d  to  the  
r e s u l t s  of ac t io n s .  Desire  and a ttachm ent lead to  such a t t r i b u t e s  as g reed  and 
impurity , and so on. The tam asic  agent has a most u n a t t r a c t i v e  s e t  o f  a t t i t u d e s  
-  despondency, laz in ess ,  cheating , v u lg a r i ty  e tc .
(d> In te l le c t :
That i n t e l l e c t  i s  of th e  n a tu re  of s a t t v a  which knows bondage and 
l ib e ra t io n ,  f e a r  and f e a r le s s n e s s ,  what i s  to  be done and what not, 
a c t i v i t y  and in a c t iv i ty ,  That i n t e l l e c t ,  0 P ar tha ,  i s  of the  n a tu re  of 
ra ja s  which in c o r r e c t ly  u nde rs tands  what i s  to  be done and what not, and 
law and law lessness .  That i n t e l l e c t ,  0 Partha , i s  o f  th e  n a tu re  of tamas 
when, covered over by darkness, i t  takes  law to  be law lessness ,  and a l l  
th in g s  th e  wrong way round.3
The s a t t v i c  i n t e l l e c t ,  then, d isc r im in a te s  c o rr e c t ly  with r e s p e c t  to  a c t iv i ty ,
dharma and mok$a, while the  r a j a s i c  I n te l l e c t  has an in c o r re c t  unders tand ing
rega rd ing  th e s e  is su e s .  But th e  i n t e l l e c t  under th e  predominance of tamas has
dharma and adharma, r ig h t  and wrong, t o t a l l y  reversed , This i s  not j u s t
1) Muktasango anaharpvadi dhp tyu tsahasam anv itah /  
Slddhyasiddhyornirvikarafo k a r t a  s a t t v lk a  u c y a te / /
Ragi karm aphalaprepsurlubdho hihsatm ako agucih/
Harfagokanvitafr k a r t a  ra ja sa f t  p a r i k l r t i t a h / /
Ayuktah p rakp tah  stabdhal) ga^ho na ikp tiko  a la s a h /
V l?ad i  d l r g h a s u t r i  ca k a r t a  tam asa  u c y a te / /  Bh.G. 18.26-28.
2) Pravpttlrp ca n ivp tt i ip  ca k a ry a k a ry e  bhayabhaye/
Bandhaip. mok?aip ca ya  v e t t i  buddhih s a  p a r th a  s a t t v i k l / /
Yaya dharmamadharmaip ca karyaip cakaryameva ca /  
A y a th a v a tp ra ja n a t i  buddhil? s a  p a r th a  r a j a s l / /
Adharmaip dharmamiti ya  manyate tam a sav p ta /
S a r v a r th a n v ip a r i ta h g c a  buddhit) s a  p a r th a  t a m a s l / /  Bh.G. 18.30-32.
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confusion about dharma, but th e  complete s u b s t i tu t io n  of adharma fo r  dharma.
(e) Constancy o f  th e  agent:
0 P a r tha ,  t h a t  constancy i s  o f  the  n a tu re  of s a i t v a  by which one supports  
the  work o f  th e  mind, b rea th s ,  and se n se s  by means o f  unswerving yoga. 
Arjuna P a r th a ,  th a t  constancy is  of the  n a tu r e  of ra jas  by which one 
observes  law, p le a su re  and p r o f i t  out of a ttachm ent. 0 P ar tha ,  th a t  
constancy i s  of the  n a tu re  o f  tamas by which a fool w i l l  not g ive up 
s leep , fea r ,  g r ie f ,  despondency, and e x h i l i a r a t i o n .1
The constancy o f  sa ttv a , then, i s  a f irm ness  in th e  p r a c t ic e  of yoga, in the
co n tro l  of th e  psychosom atic body, and in n o n -a t tac h e d  ac tion . The constancy of
ra jas  i s  a f irm ness  in which one holds  f a s t  to  what a re  normally considered
w e l l- reg a rd ed  g o a ls  o f  ac tio n  -  dharma, artha  and kama. Again, t h i s  constancy i s
d is t in g u ish e d  by d e s i r e  fo r  reward, The o b jec ts  of tam asic  constancy a re  most
u n fo r tu n a te :  s leep , fea r ,  g r ie f ,  and so on.
However, Kp §pa's c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of th ese  elem ents p resupposes  th a t  th e  gunas
a re  in a f ixed  s t a t e ,  where one i s  preponderant, and th e  o th e r s  subord ina te .
This, though, i s  not the  normal cond it ion  of th e  gunas, fo r  they a re  P rakrti
viewed from a n o th e r  angle, and a s  such they a re  in co n s ta n t  movement. Any
p a r t i c u l a r  c o n f ig u ra t io n  of the  gunas, i t  would seem, i s  in h e re n t ly  u n s tab le ,
with each gu$a t ry in g  to  g e t  on top  o f  the  o th e r  two. The G ita  s u g g e s t s  the
s t r u g g le  a s  follows:
Having overcome ra jas  and tamas, sa ttv a  predom inates, 0 Bharata, (And) in 
th a t  same way ra ja s  (overcomes) sa ttv a  and tamas, and tamas (overcomes) 
sa ttv a  and rajas. When a t  a l l  the  doors of the  body th e  l ig h t  of 
knowledge a r i s e s ,  then you should know th a t  sa ttv a  has increased . When 
ra ja s  has increased , 0 b e s t  of the  Bhara tas , th e r e  a r i s e s  greed, exert ion , 
the  undertak ing  of ac tio n s ,  r e s t l e s s n e s s ,  and cove tousness . When tamas has 
increased , joy of th e  Kurus, th e r e  a r i s e s  darkness, i n e r t i a ,  c a re le s sn e s s ,  
and delusion .
1) Dhptya yaya d h a ra y a te  m anahprapendriyakriyah / 
Yogenavyabhicaririya dhptib  s a  p a r th a  s a t t v i k i / /
Yaya tu  dharm akam arthandhptya d h a ra y a te  a r ju n a /
Prasangena p ha lakank?!  dhptib  s a  p a r th a  r a j a s l / /
Yaya svapnaip bhayaip £okaip vi$adain madameva ca /
Na v im uhcati  durmedha dhptih  s a  p a r th a  t a m a s l / /  Bh.G. 18.33-35.
2) Rajastama^cabhibhuya sattvaip  b h a v a ti  b h a ra ta /
Rajah sa ttva in  tama^caiva tamah sattvaiyi r a j a s t a t h a / /  
Sarvadvare?u  dehe asminprakaq:a u p a ja y a te /
Jhanaip yada t a d a  vidyadvivpddhaiyi s a t t v a m i ty u ta / /
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The gupas, i t  i s  apparen t,  lead to  c e r ta in  s o r t s  o f  behaviour p a t te rn s .
Rajas, fo r  in s tance ,  leads  to  e x e r t io n ,  r e s t l e s s n e s s  and cove tousness  e tc .,  while 
tamas f o s t e r s  i n e r t ia ,  c a r e le s s n e s s  and delusion, and so on. But, in tu rn , th ese  
forms of behaviour f u r t h e r  s t r e n g th e n  and re in fo rc e  th e  predominance of the 
p a r t i c u l a r  guna. Thus we have been to ld  above th a t  ra ja s  a r i s e s  from attachm ent 
to  d es ire ,  while tamas i s  born from igno rance .1
Therefore, a t  any p a r t i c u l a r  moment an ind iv idua l  can be sa id  to  f e a tu re  h is
own d i s t i n c t iv e  guna c o n f ig u ra t io n  th a t  r e f l e c t s  t h a t  in d iv id u a l 's  p as t  ac tions ,
and in tu rn  in f lu e n ce s  t h a t  in d iv id u a l 's  fu tu re  ac tions .  This mechanism a lso
exp la ins  the  working o f  the  law of karma in  the  G ita . For i t  i s  the  s t a t e  of
the  in d iv id u a l 's  guna c o n f ig u ra t io n  a t  dea th  -  and t h i s  r e f l e c t s  one 's  l i f e t im e
of works -  t h a t  de te rm ines  th e  new b i r th .  As Kpspa ex p la in s  to  Arjuna:
I f  the  embodied (soul) d ie s  when s a t t v a  has increased , then he o b ta in s  
the  pure world o f  th o se  who have th e  h ig h es t  knowledge. He who d ies  when 
ra ja s  (has increased )  w i l l  be born amongst th o se  a t ta c h e d  to  action . 
Likewise, he who d ies  when tamas (has in c reased )  w i l l  be born in the  
wombs of  the  deluded. ... Those who abide in s a t t v a  go upward; th o se
whose n a tu re  i s  r a ja s  s ta n d  in th e  middle; th o se  whose n a tu re  i s  tamas,
s tan d in g  in the  mode o f  th e  lowest guna, they  go downward.2'
Therefore, th e  consequences of one 's  p a s t  a c t io n s  c a rry  over to  the  new l i f e  in
accordance w ith  th e  law of  karma.
Elsewhere, too, Kp?na e x p re s se s  h im se lf  in term s t h a t  would in d ic a te  the  
G ita ’s  accep tance  of th e  law of karma in i t s  t r u e  form, For in s tance ,  when 
Arjuna asks  as  to  the  f a t e  of one who b e liev es  in buddhiyoga, but who ( try  as 
he might) f a l l s  to  win l ib e r a t io n  in t h i s  l i f e ,  Kp?pa r e a s s u r in g ly  in d ic a te s  th a t
Lobhah p rav p tt ira ram b h ah  karmanama^amah sppha/
R a ja sy e tan i  jay a n te  vivpddhe b h a ra ta r$ a b h a / /
Apraka^o ap ravp tt i i jca  pram ado moha eva ca /
Tam asyetani j a y a n te  vivpddhe kurunandana//  Bh.G. 14,10-13.
1) Bh.G. 14.7-8.
2) Yada s a t t v e  pravpddhe tu  pralayaip. y a t i  dehabhpt/
Tadottamavidaip lo k a n a m ala n p ra t ip a d y a te / /  (14)
R ajasi pralayaqi g a tv a  karm asangi?u  j a y a t e /
Ta tha  p r a l in a s ta m a s i  mu<jhayoni?u j a y a t e / /  (15)
Ordhvam ga c ch a n t i  s a t t v a s t h a  madhye t i ? t h a n t i  r a ja s a f r /  
Jaghanyagupavp tta s tha  adho g acch an ti  ta m a sa l i / /  (18) Bh.G. 14.14-18.
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h is  m e r i to r io u s  s t r i v in g  w il l  rec e iv e  i t s  ap p ro p r ia te  reward in succeeding l ives .
The one who has  f a i le d  in yoga  a t t a i n s  the  worlds of the  v i r tu o u s ,  and 
having dwelt th e r e  fo r  e n d le s s  years , he i s  born aga in  in a house of the  
pure and prosperous. Or e ls e ,  he w il l  be born in a fam ily of wise yogins; 
but a b i r t h  of such a kind i s  ha rde r  to  o b ta in  in t h i s  world. There, he 
o b ta in s  union w ith  the  buddhi belonging to  h i s  form er body, and thereupon 
he once more s t r i v e s  fo r  p e rfe c t io n ,  0 joy o f  the  Kurus. He i s  c a r r ie d  
along by h i s  former d isc ip l in e ,  even d e s p i te  h i s  w ill.  ... P u r if ie d  of sin, 
( th is )  zea lous ly  s t r i v in g  yogin  ( is )  p e r fe c te d  a f t e r  many b i r th s :  he 
journeys  the  h ig h e s t  way,'1
Therefore, any s t r i v in g  or e f f o r t  a f t e r  Kr$pa's recommended way does not go to
waste for, in accordance with the  law of karma, th e  consequences of a c t io n s  in
t h i s  l i f e  come to  f r u i t i o n  in f u tu r e  l ives .  In t h i s  in s tance ,  the  s t r i v e r  a f t e r
Kpsna's way w il l  a t  l e a s t  gain  a b e t t e r  s t a r t  in th e  next r e b i r th ,  and w ill
begin the  new b i r th  w ith  a  buddhi or d isc r im in a t in g  fa c u l ty  a t  the  same leve l
as th a t  a t t a in e d  in th e  c u rre n t  b i r th .  Then, concludes Kp?na, in t h i s  new b i r th
one i s  pushed along th e  path  of r e l i g io u s  sa lv a t io n  ' in v o lu n ta r i ly ' ,  as a
consequence of one 's  e f f o r t s  in former l iv e s . :2
1) Prapya p u p y a k p ta h l lo k a n u s i tv a  qiaqvatlb samat)/
£ucinam qrimataip gehe y ogabh ra§ t°  a b h i j a y a t e / /
Atha va yoginameva kule bh a v a ti  dhimatam/
Etaddhi durlabha ta ram  loke janma yadidp^am//
T a tra  taip buddhisarpyogarn lab h a te  paurvadehikaro/
Y a ta te  ca t a t o  bhuyah sarpsiddhau kurunandana//
Purvabhyasena te n a iv a  h r iy a te  hyava^o api sah /
J i jn a s u ra p i  yogasya ^ a b d a b ra h m a t iv a r ta te / /
P raya tnadya tam anas tu  yogi saipguddhakllbi^ah/
Anekajanmasaipsiddhastato y a t i  param g a t im / /  Bh.G. 6 .41-45.
Also compare Kpspa's d isc u ss io n  of the  lo t  of th o se  born to  a d iv ine  or 
d e v i l is h  des tiny . While the  G ita  t a lk s  of i t  as a 'd e s t in y '  o r  ' f a t e '  (sampada) 
to  which one i s  'born* (abhijat-asya), th e  G ita  im p l ic i t ly  and e x p l i c i t ly  
assumes t h a t  t h i s  lo t  i s  due to  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  accum ulated  a c t io n s  and 
choices; though i t  would seem t h a t  th e  h igher  one r i s e s  o r  th e  lower one 
s in k s  on the  s c a le  of r e l i g io u s  s a lv a t io n ,  then th e  more one i s  l ik e ly  to  
choose a c t io n s  th a t  w i l l  push one e i t h e r  f u r th e r  up or f u r t h e r  down. This i s  
e sp e c ia l ly  th e  case  with th e  man o f  a demonic d e s t in y  who, because o f  h i s  
ignorance, i s  completely c o n tro l le d  by h is  ahaipkara, and obsessed  with the 
s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  h i s  own l u s t s  and d e s i re s ,  s e t s  h im se lf  up a s  the  lo rd  of the  
un iverse  in p lace  of Kp?na. Such a one f a l l s  in to  'fo u l  h e l l '  (narakegucau). 
Bh.G. 16.6-21.
2) Presumably the  idea i s  th a t  because of th e  s e e k e r 's  a c t io n s  in former l ives , 
the  preponderance of s a t t v a  in h i s  make-up has become p ro g re s s iv e ly  
s tro n g e r .  Therefore , in  h is  new l i f e ,  the  make-up o f  th e  svabhava  makes him 
even more s t ro n g ly  inc l ined  tow ards r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n ;  in fac t ,  so s tro n g ly  
inc lined  t h a t  he i s  now c a r r ie d  a long ' i n v o lu n ta r i ly ' .  This does not mean th a t  
he becomes a c o n tro l le d  puppet, fo r  i t  must be r e a l i s e d  th a t  he now d e s i r e s
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I t  would seem, then, th a t  a t  any p a r t i c u l a r  moment th e  n a tu re  of the  
in d iv id u a l 's  e s s e n t i a l  being -  what the  G ita  c a l l s  th e  svabhava or 'own being ' -  
i s  e s ta b l is h e d  by th a t  in d iv id u a l 's  accumulated h i s to r y  o f  ac tion . In e f f e c t ,  th e  
n a tu re  of the  In d iv id u a l 's  svabhava c o n s t i tu t e s  h is  karmic balance. In tu rn , t h i s  
guna c o n f ig u ra t io n  or  svabhava in f lu en ces  th e  n a tu re  and d i re c t io n  of new 
ac tions .  And so th e  in te rp la y  between ac tion  and gunas proceeds throughout l ife .  
At death, the  svabhava of the  d e p a r t in g  ind iv idua l  i s  c a r r ie d  a c ro s s  and becomes 
the  svabhava of th e  new l i f e .  The a c t io n s  and choices of  t h i s  new l i f e  w il l  be 
determ ined a g a in s t  the  background o f  the  in h e r i te d  svabhava. To t h i s  ex ten t ,  the  
a c t io n s  o f  an in d iv id u a l  a re  p redeterm ined  by th e  ' f r u i t '  or consequences of 
ac t io n s  in p a s t  l ives .
This s i t u a t i o n  i s  w ell  i l l u s t r a t e d  by A rjuna's  own predicam ent. Arjuna i s
born a k$atriya, and i s  th e r e fo r e  born with a ra jas  dominated svabhava
a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  a k$atriya. Kp?na d e sc r ib e s  the  a c t io n s  th a t  a r i s e  from the
svabhava of a k sa tr iy a  in the  fo llow ing terms: 'Valour, energy, re so lu t io n ,  sk i l l ,
not f le e in g  in b a t t l e ,  g e n e ro s i ty ,  an imperious temperament; ( th ese )  a re  the
ac tions ,  born from h is  n a tu re ,  o f  a k s a tr iy a .11 Given th i s ,  Kp?na reasonab ly
t e l l s  Arjuna th a t  he must f ig h t ,  fo r  h is  ra jas  dominated svabhava g ives  him no
o th e r  t r u e  choice:
If, c l in g in g  to  your ego, you think, "I w i l l  not f ig h t" ,  vain i s  your 
de te rm ina tion  (fo r)  Nature w i l l  impell you. 0 Kaunteya, you a re  f e t t e r e d  
by your own work, which a r i s e s  from your (own) n a tu re .  (Therefore) what 
from fo l ly  you do not wish to  do, th a t  you w il l  do d e s p i te  your d e s i r e .2
Therefore, given h is  svabhava, A rjuna 's  freedom to  decide on whether he w il l
f ig h t ,  w i l l  be t i g h t l y  constra ined ; in fac t ,  so t ig h t ly  co n s tra in e d  th a t  in t h i s
t h i s  end, and th e  s t r e n g th  o f  t h i s  d e s i r e  i s  due to  h i s  p rev io u s  ac tions .
1) Qauryaip t e jo  dhptirdakgyaip yuddhe capyapalayanam /
Danamiqvarabhavaqca k?a trakarm a svabhavajam // Bh.G. 18.43.
For th e  'n a tu ra l -b o rn '  a c t io n s  o f  a l l  th e  varpas , se e  Bh.G. 18.42-44.
2) Yadahaipkaramaqritya na yo tsya  i t i  manyase/
M ithyai?a v y a v a sa y a s te  p rakp tis tva ip  n iy o k $ y a t i / /
Svabhavajena kaunteya nibaddhah svena karmapa/
Kartuip necchas i  yanm ohatkari?yasyavaqopl t a t / /  Bh.G, 18.59-60.
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case  Kp$na says  he has  no choice a t  a l l .
This does not, of course , mean th a t  a l l  Arjuna's, or anyone e l s e ' s  ac tions , 
a re  predeterm ined  by th e  guna s t r u c t u r e  or svabhava  in h e r i te d  a t  b i r th .  Indeed, 
Kp$pa's i n s i s te n c e  t h a t  the  in d iv id u a l  must do th e  c a s te  d u t ie s  th a t  correspond 
to  one 's  in h e r i te d  guna s t r u c t u r e  would be both p o in t l e s s  and s e n s e le s s  i f  th i s  
was th e  case. What i t  does mean i s  th a t  the  in d iv id u a l ’s p e rs o n a l i ty  type is  
inborn a t  b i r th ;  and q u i te  reasonably , t h i s  p e rs o n a l i ty  type e f f e c t s  the  way one 
ac ts .  T herefore , as  an agent of  ac tion , th e  psychosomatic in d iv id u a l  i s  n e i th e r  
completely f r e e  nor completely bound; the  a b i l i t y  to  ac t  as  a f r e e  agent is  
cons tra ined , bu t not e lim ina ted , by one 's  in h e r i te d  guna s t r u c tu r e  and the  law 
of karma.
So fa r ,  an examination of the  G i ta 's  views on buddhiyoga , and on the  theory  
of the  gunas  and the  law of karma, would in d ic a te  th e  G ita 's  acceptance  of some 
degree, of f r e e  agency p e r ta in in g  to  the  phenomenal ind iv idua l.  That t h i s  i s  so 
should not be a m a t te r  of s u rp r i s e ,  fo r  a s  we have seen the  G i ta 's  so lu t io n  to 
th e  contemporary r e l ig io u s  c r i s i s  c o n s is t s  of i t s  own unique blending of the  
sp e c u la t iv e  s id e  o f  th e  orthodox ph ilo soph ica l  t r a d i t i o n ,  with elem ents o f  the  
ideas  and p r a c t ic e s  of the  he te rodox  t r a d i t io n ,  along with the  t h e i s t l c  and 
devo tiona l  e lem ents  of more popular fa i th .  Now, by and large , the  Upanipads and 
th e  major schoo ls  of Indian philosophy, and c e r ta in ly  th e  major he terodox f a i t h s  
of Buddhism and Jainism, s t r e s s  th e  need fo r  human e f f o r t  in the  a t ta in m en t  of 
r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n ,  and p resuppose  some degree o f  human freedom .1 Therefore , i t  
i s  not s u rp r i s in g  th a t  th e s e  assum ptions have been c a r r ie d  in to  the  Gita.
However, though th e  a u th o r  of the  GTta admits a p lace  fo r  human endeavour, 
t h i s  i s  a l l  he does. Compared to  say th e  Pa li  Canon of Buddhism, l i t t l e  apparent 
emphasis i s  placed on it,'-2 This i s  seemingly because th e  G i ta 's  favoured
1) See J a y a t i l le k e ,  op .c it . .  pp. 135-43; and F. Edgerton, The Bhagavad G ita : or 
Song of  the  B lessed One, pp. 17-29, 2) J a y a t i l l e k e ,  op .c it . .  pp. 135-43.
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method of r e l i g io u s  s a lv a t io n  i s  th rough loving devotion to  a pe rsona l  God. The 
o r ig in s  of t h i s  approach, and indeed the  o r ig in s  of Kp$oa h im self ,  l i e  la rg e ly  in 
the  popular  r e l i g io u s  t r a d i t io n ,  about th e  development of which we know a l l  too 
l i t t l e . 1 However, by i t s  very n a tu r e  we can reasonab ly  c o n jec tu re  th a t  the  
popular f a s c in a t io n  with devotion  and pe rsona l  anthropomorphic gods is  much 
more preoccupied w ith  God's g race  than  man's e f f o r t .  So too, u l t im a te ly ,  i s  the 
BhagavadgTt a.
Though th e  G ita  commends and approves the  i n t e l l e c tu a l  approach of 
buddhiyoga, in many p laces  i t  em phasises the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of t h i s  d isc ip l in e  
based on s e l f - e f f o r t .  To achieve the  ind iv idua l  must g ive up d e s i r e ,3
d e sp i te  i t s  sweeping fo rce ;3 he must g ive up the  f r u i t  o f  a l l  works, good and 
evil;'* he must g ive  up h i s  own f a l s e  no tion  o f  s e l f ,  th e  p roduct of the  
ahamkara; and he must be t o t a l l y  detached, the  same in su c ce ss  and f a i l u r e ,1* 
There was noth ing  easy in th is ,  a s  th e  Buddha would have recognised .
I f  tu rn in g  away from P rakrti  was hard enough, a t t a in i n g  r e a l i s a t i o n  of  one's 
s p i r i t u a l  core was no e a s ie r ,  th e  d i f f i c u l ty  being th e  in d e te rm in a te  n a tu re  of 
th e  soul. Thus the  so u l  i s  sa id  to  be 'u nm an ifes t ' (avyakta ) and 'immutable'
(avikarya ); bu t even more i t  i s  'un th inkab le ' (acintyay,1* According to  ano the r  
verse: 'By a r a r e  chance someone may behold t h i s  one; and by a r a r e  chance 
ano ther  may speak o f  t h i s  one; and by a r a r e  chance a no the r  may hear  about t h i s  
one; (but) even having heard  no one knows th i s  one. '7 Presumably th e  problem is  
th a t  u l t im a te ly  th e  ta s k  of r e a l i s in g  th e  soul, which i s  unconditioned  by time, 
space and change, f a l l s  to  the  buddhi which i s  cond it ioned  by time, space and 
change. The d i f f i c u l ty  of the  t a s k  i s  apparent.
1) See Edgerton, op .c it . .  pp.30-33  2) Bh.G. 2.55.
3) Bh.G. 2.62. 4) Bh.G. 2.51.
5> Bh.G. 2.48. 6) Bh.G. 2.25.
7) A$caryavatpa<;yati ka^cidenam
a^caryavadvada ti  t a th a iv a  canyaft/ 
A^caryavaccainamanyah s n ? ° t i
Srutvapyenaip veda na caiva k a g c i t / /  Bh.G. 2.29.
415
As well, d e s p i te  the  form idable  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  knowledge o f  one 's  s p i r i t u a l
core and a tta in m e n t  o f  th e  s t a t e  o f  brahmanirvana c a rry  one only p a r t  way
towards t r u e  r e l i g io u s  s a lv a t io n  in th e  Gita. As we have seen, beyond th i s
t im e le s s  and e te r n a l  but im personal s t a t e ,  th e re  rem ains to  be found the
p ersona l  God, Kp?na. The G ita  Is  adamant th a t  of a l l  s e ek e rs  o f  r e l ig io u s
sa lv a t io n ,  th e  h ig h e s t  i s  the  yogin  who, having a t t a in e d  mok$a and
brahmanirvana, moves on to  f ind  Kr?pa:
The yogin  i s  considered  h ig h e r  than the  a sc e t ic ;  h igher  even than  th e  man 
of knowledge, and h igher  than  the  man of ac tion ; th e re fo re ,  Arjuna, be a 
yogin. But o f  a l l  yogins, he who has f a i t h  and re v e re s -a n d -w o rs h ip s  Me, 
with h i s  inner  sou l  gone to  Me, I consider  him th e  most d i s c ip l in e d .1
Thus i t  i s  the  yogins, w ith  t h e i r  ' in n er  sou l '  (.antaratmany 'gone to '  Kpsna
(madgatena) who a re  th e  h ighes t .
However, i f  o b ta in in g  knowledge of th e  s t a t e  of brahmanirvana through one 's  
own e f f o r t  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  o b ta in in g  knowledge of t h i s  p e rso n a l  God by o n e se lf  i s  
even more d i f f i c u l t  and exacting . According to  Kp?na: 'Among thousands of men, 
perhaps one w i l l  s t r iv e ,  (and) even o f  those  s t r i v in g  fo r  p e rfe c t io n ,  perhaps one 
w i l l  know Me t r u l y . ,s'
N ever the less , a t  th e  same time, th e  Gi t a  in d ic a te s  t h a t  God may be r e a d i ly
a t t a in e d  by th e  yogin. '0 P a r tha ,  I  am e a s i ly  a t t a in e d  by t h a t  e v e r -d is c ip l in e d
yogin  who b e a rs  Me in mind con tinuously  w ithout ever  th ink ing  of a n o th e r . '3
There i s  no in co n s is ten cy  here, fo r  what man, unaided, f in d s  so hard, God can
e a s i ly  do through  th e  in s trum en t  of h is  saving grace:
To th o se  who, e v e r -d is c ip l in e d ,  re v e re  (Me) lov ingly , I g ive th a t  
d i s c ip l in e  of  the  i n t e l l e c t  by which they come to  Me. Through compassion 
fo r  them I, ab id ing  in my own n a tu re ,  d isp e l  t h e i r  darkness  born of
1) Tapasvibhyo adhiko yogi jnanibhyo ap i  mato adhikal)/ 
Karmibhyaqcadhiko yog i tasm adyogi b h a v a r ju n a / /
Yoginamapi sarve^aip m ad g a ten an ta ra tm an a /
Q raddhavanbhajate  yo maip sa  me yuktatamo matah/7 Bh.G. 6.46-47.
2) Manu$yaoaip sa h a s re ? u  k a q c id y a ta t i  s iddhaye /
Y ata tam api siddhanain ka^cinmaiji v e t t i  t a t t v a t a h / /  Bh.G. 7.3.
3) Ananyacetah sa ta tarp  yo mam sm a ra t i  n i ty a q a h /
Tasyahaip sulabhati p a r th a  n i ty a y u k ta sy a  yog inah //  Bh.G. 8.14.
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ignorance w ith  th e  sh in ing  lamp of  wisdom.1 
Therefore, th o se  who have chosen to  rev e re  God, are, in tu rn ,  rewarded by Kp§na 
with  the  sav ing  knowledge o f  Himself th a t  i s  so hard  to  a t t a i n  by t h e i r  own 
e f f o r t s .  Man s t i l l  has a p a r t  to  play, fo r  he must f r e e ly  choose to  rev e re  
Kp^oa;^ n e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  emphasis has undeniably s h i f t e d  from man's e f f o r t  to  
God's e f f o r t .  Therefore , i t  i s  th rough love and devotion  and God's g race  th a t  the  
yogin  a t t a i n s  the  u l t im a te  goa l  of Kp?na himself; and not th rough knowledge 
acquired  by in d iv id u a l  e f f o r t ,  As Kp?na says: '0 P a r tha ,  t h a t  Supreme Person i s  
to  be a t t a in e d  by e x c lu s ive  dev o tio n . '3
However, i t  should be noted, i t  i s  not e n t i r e ly  c le a r  h e re  whether th e  G ita  
i s  ta lk in g  of Kpsna's devo tees  in genera l,  or  only of those  devo tees  who have 
a lready  a t t a in e d  mok$a. The d i f f i c u l ty  i s  whether th e  yukta  in satatayuktanam , 
'of those  always d isc ip l in e d ',  r e f e r s  j u s t  to  those  who a re  d isc ip lin ed ,  i.e. who 
have a t t a in e d  mokfa, or a lso  to  th o se  who a re  p r a c t i s in g  d isc ip l in e ,  i.e. working 
towards l ib e ra t io n .  In the  G ita , th e  con tex t of the  p a s t  p a r t i c i p l e  yukta  would 
more normally su g g e s t  th e  former meaning; but t h i s  i s  not n e c e s s a r i ly  the  case. 
In t h i s  in s tance ,  i f  only l ib e r a te d  yogins  a re  meant, i t  seems cu r io u s  to  r e f e r  
to  t h e i r  'd a rkness  born of ignorance '.  This seems a more a p p ro p r ia te  d e s c r ip t io n  
of the  yogin  who has ye t  to  a t t a i n  mok$a. I f  the  l a t t e r  i s  what i s  meant, then 
th e  'knowledge' t h a t  Kp?pa g iv es  h i s  devo tees  must inc lude  both  th e  r e a l i s a t i o n  
of th e  so u l  a s  d i s t i n c t  from Prakpti, and th e  knowledge of God t h a t  a llow s the  
devotee to  draw near  to  Him.
The u n c e r ta in ty  h e re  may be c l a r i f i e d  in  the  f in a l  c h a p te r  where Kp?pa
1) Te$arp sa ta tay u k ta n a ip  bhajatarp p r l t ipu rvakam /
Dadami buddhiyogaip taip yena mamupayanti t e / /
Te ? amev anukamp a r  thamahama jh ana jam tamafr/
Nagayamyatmabhavastho jhanad lpena  b h a s v a t a / /  Bh.G. 10.10-11,
2) The prim ary meaning of  th e  ro o t  bhaj i s  ' to  d iv ide, d i s t r ib u t e ,  a l lo t ,  or
apportion  to ',  and from t h i s  an im portan t secondary meaning i s  ' to  serve,
honour, rev e re ,  love, adore '.  However, th e  roo t  a ls o  has  an im portan t 
secondary meaning of ' t o  d e c la re  for, p re fe r ,  choose',
3> Purueafr sa  parafr p a r th a  bhak tya  labhyas tvananyaya/ Bh.G. 8.22.
417
q u i te  unambiguously in d ic a te s  th a t  the  a t ta inm en t  of brahman i s  a l e s s e r  s ta g e
p re p a ra to ry  to  e n te r in g  in to  God Himself; and th a t  where brahman may be
a t t a in e d  through d i s c ip l in e  and e f f o r t ,  th e  f in a l  goal  may only be a t t a in e d  by
devotion and God's grace:
Joined to  a pure  i n t e l l e c t  and r e s t r a in in g  (h im )self  r e s o lu te ly ;  
abandoning th e  o b jec ts  of sense  -  sound etc. -  c a s t in g  o f f  love and 
ha tred ;  dwelling in i so la t io n ,  e a t in g  l ig h t ly ,  r e s t r a i n in g  speech, body and 
mind; devo ting  h im se lf  c o n s ta n t ly  to  the  supreme d is c ip l in e  o f  m edita t ion , 
and c a s t in g  o f f  egotism, force, p ride, d es ire ,  anger  and a c q u is i t iv e n e s s ;  
in d i f f e r e n t  (and) a t  peace -  he i s  f i t  fo r  becoming brahman. Having 
become brahman, with sou l b rightened , he g r ie v e s  not, and he d e s i r e s  not. 
The same to  a l l  beings, he a t t a i n s  the  h ig h es t  devotion  to  Me. Through 
devotion, he comes to  know Me, and how g re a t  I r e a l ly  am. Thereupon, 
knowing Me t ru ly ,  he e n te r s  Me fo rthw ith .  Though ever  perform ing a l l  
ac tions ,  he tak e s  re fu g e  with Me, (and) through my g race  he w il l  a t t a i n  
to  an e v e r l a s t in g  im perishab le  abode.1
At t h i s  point, i t  would seem, th e  G ita  p ic tu re s  r e l i g io u s  s a lv a t io n  as a two 
s ta g e  process , which combines th e  ind iv idua l  e f f o r t  of Jnanayoga and karmayoga 
in the  f i r s t  s ta g e ,  with  God's sav ing  g race  and bhaktiyoga  in th e  second. 
Therefore, form ally  a t  l e a s t ,  th e s e  th re e  approaches a r e  not s e p a r a te  methods of 
r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n ,  but merely p a r t s  of the  one o v e ra l l  way. Given th a t  one 
purpose of  the  G ita  i s  to  m ediate  amongst the  c o n f l ic t in g  r e l i g io u s  t re n d s  of 
th e  time, a compromise p o s i t io n  of t h i s  s o r t  might w ell  be expected.
The problem i s  th a t  the  G ita  does not always seem to  be lieve  in  i t s  own 
compromise, and b e tr a y s  i t s  p re fe re n c e  fo r  devotion and God's g race  alone as th e  
only t r u e  approach fo r  r e l ig io u s  sa lv a t io n .  In the  p rocess , th e  idea of 
ind iv idua l  a c t io n  and e f f o r t  i s  much downgraded in importance.
1) Buddhya viguddhaya yukto dhpty atmanaip nlyamya ca /  
£ a b d a d ln v i?a y a n s ty a k tv a  ragadvegau  vyudasya c a / /  
V iv ik tasev I  lag h v ag i  ya tavakkayam anasah/
Dhy anayogaparo nityaip vairagyaip sam upagritab  
Ahaipkaraiii balai]i darpaip kamaip krodham parigraham /
Vimucya nirmamab gan to  brahmabhuyaya k a lp a t e / /
Brahmabhutah p rasanna tm a  na go c a t i  na k a n k ? a t i /
Samab sa rv e ? u  bhute§u madbhaktiip lab h a te  p a ram //
Bhaktya m am abhijanati  yavanyagcasmi t a t t v a t a h /
Tato maip t a t t v a t o  j n a tv a  v ig a te  tad a n a n ta ra m //  
Sarvakarmapyapi s a d a  kurvaijo madvyapagrayab/ 
M a tp rasadadavapno ti  gagvataip padamavyayam// Bh.G. 18.51-56,
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The t r u e  p re fe re n c e s  of  the  GTta a re  revea led  when, a f t e r  the  tremendous 
v is ion  o f  ch a p te r  11, Arjuna responds with a seemingly innocuous question : of
- C i
those  who a re  'c o n s ta n t ly  yoked' (.sa tatayukt a), which i s  th e  'b e s t  knower of 
yoga', tho se  who a re  devoted to  Kp?na or those  who a re  devoted to  the  
' im perishab le  u n m an ife s t ’ (ak$araip avyaktaip)?'' A rjuna's  q u e s t io n  would seem to  
be th e  r e s u l t  of a confusion. In th e  GTta, Kp?na has ta lk e d  about the  a t ta inm en t  
of brahman Irv  an am, and about devotion  to  God. Arjuna, seem ingly o b liv ious  to  the  
f a c t  th a t  th e s e  may be two s ta g e s  in th e  one way, now c o n t r a s t s  them, and asks 
which i s  th e  b e t t e r , 2 But in te r e s t in g ly ,  Kp?na does not s o r t  out Arjuna's  
confusion, but ac ce p ts  th e  c o n tra s t ,  and answers (not s u rp r i s in g ly )  th a t  the  
h ig h es t  yogin  i s  th e  one who i s  d isc ip lin ed ,  f a i t h f u l ,  and completely a t ta ch e d  to  
Kr?na.s
As well, Kr?na e x p la in s  th a t  th o se  who re v e re  th e  Im perishable  Unmanifest 
may a lso  reach  Him, but s ig n i f i c a n t ly  he adds t h a t  they  pu rsue  much th e  ha rder  
way:
But th o se  who honour the  u n sp e c i f ia b le  Im perishab le  Unmanifest, 
omnipresent, unth inkable , immutable, immovable and fixed; who r e s t r a i n  the  
m u lt i tude  of senses ,  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t  im p a r t ia l  always; (and) who are  
devoted to  the  w e lfa re  of a l l  be ings -  they, too, a t t a i n  to  Me, (But) 
g r e a t e r  i s  the  a f f l i c t i o n  o f  th o se  whose minds a re  in te n t  on the  
Unmanifest; fo r  th e  unm anifested  way is  a t t a in e d  by embodied men with 
d if  f i c u l t y / 1
Kp§pa does not s p e l l  ou t in what way devo tees  of the  Im perishable  Unmanifest 
may a t t a i n  to  Him, but in the  l ig h t  of what has been sa id  above,s we may
1) Bh.G. 12.1.
2) A rjuna 's  q u es tio n  a lso  seems to  im p l ic i t ly  assume t h a t  th e  'c o n s ta n t ly  yoked' 
a re  th o se  who a re  de term inedly  p r a c t i s in g  yoga, but who a re  not yet 
l ib e ra te d ,
3) Bh.G. 12.2.
4) Ye tvak?aramanirdegyamavyaktaiii p a ry u p a s a te /
Sarvatragamacintyarii ca kutasthamacalaip dhruvam //
Saipniyamyendriyagramaip s a r v a t r a  samabuddhayah/
Te p rap n u v a n t i  mameva s a rv a b h u ta h l te  r a t a l ) / /
Kle9o a d h ik a ta r a s te  $ am avyak tasak tace tasam /
Avyakta h i  gatirduftkharp d eh av ad h ira v a p y a te / /  Bh.G. 12.3-5.
I t  i s  q u i te  apparen t in t h i s  passage  th a t  Kp$pa i s  the  h ig h e s t  goal, and not 
the  Vedantin Absolute,
5) See Bh.G. 8.22, 10,10-11, 18.51-54.
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expect t h a t  i t  i s  th rough  God's sav ing  grace; fo r,  a s  we have seen, God loves 
th e  yogin  who has  won r e l e a s e  from th e  bondage o f  Prakpti,
The way of  devotion, Kp$i>a now rev e a ls ,  i s  e a s i e r  because  i t  w i l l  in v i te  
Kr?na's in te rv e n t io n  a s  a sav ing  fo rc e  t h a t  w i l l  l i f t  up His d evo tees  s t r u g g l in g  
tow ards mok?a'.
But th o se  who, devoted to  Me, e n t r u s t  a l l  a c t io n s  to  Me (and) who 
con tinue  con tem pla ting  Me with e x c lu s ive  (bh ak tl-fyoga ; of th e s e  (ones), 
whose minds a re  d i re c te d  to  Me, I soon become th e  d e l iv e re r  from the  
ocean o f  dea th  and r e b i r th ,  0 P a r th a .1
Thus, in th e s e  v e r s e s  the  way of l ib e r a t io n  th rough  buddhiyoga and 
'becoming brahman' i s  p o r tra y ed  as  alm ost p r o h ib i t iv e ly  d i f f i c u l t .  By c o n t r a s t ,  
those  who o f f e r  up a l l  t h e i r  a c t io n s  to  K p ^ a ,  and p r a c t i s e  devotion  to  Kp?iia 
and no o th e r ,  w i l l  invoke th e  he lp  of Kp?i)a, the  d iv ine  sa v io u r  (samuddharta 
'one who l i f t s  up ')  who w il l  'soon' (n a c ira t) r a i s e  them up from the  rounds of 
r e b i r t h  and redea th .  Admittedly, th e  devo tee  must do h i s  p a r t  too  by choosing to  
be devoted to  Kp?oa» and consequently , being in d i f f e r e n t  to  a l l  t h a t  i s  Prakpti. 
But having made th e  i n i t i a l  move, Kp$oa w i l l  in te rv en e  and l i f t  th e  devo tee  up 
to  f u l l  sa lv a t io n .
Bhaktiyoga, i t  would seem, i s  h e re  r a i s e d  to  th e  s t a t u s  o f  an independent 
way to  s a lv a t io n  which, once th e  n e c essa ry  s t e p s  a r e  taken  by th e  devotee, i s  
r e l a t i v e ly  easy, immediate, and gu a ran teed  in i t s  r e s u l t .  K r?oa 's  o r ig in a l  scheme 
of Jnanayoga and karmayoga lead ing  to  brahmanirvapa, and then  bhaktiyoga  
lead ing  to  th e  God beyond, s u re ly  becomes academic. This  i s  no t to  say th a t  
Jnanayoga and karmayoga a re  com pletely  i r r e le v a n t ,  f o r  th e  devo tee  could not 
make th e  i n i t i a l  move tow ards Kp$oa w ithou t knowledge of these ;  but u l t im a te ly  
i t  i s  bhaktiyoga  t h a t  lea d s  th e  devo tee  to  r ap id  sa lv a t io n .  Detachment and
1) Ye tu  s a rv a p i  karmSiji mayi saiymyasya m atparSb/ 
Ananyenaiva yogena m5ip dhyayan ta  u p a s a t e / /
Te?amahaiji sam uddharta  m p ty u sa ip sa rasag a rS t/
Bhavami n a c i r S tp a r th a  m ayyave$ itace tasam //  Bh.G. 12.6-7.
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in d if fe re n c e  a re  s t i l l  im portan t, bu t love of God i s  what r e a l ly  m a t t e r s .1 
T herefo re  i t  should  not be thought th a t  t h i s  new emphasis on bhaktiyoga  
p rov ides  an i n s t a n t  s h o r t - c u t  to  mok$a fo r  th o se  o f  weak temperament and 
d e f ic ie n t  a b i l i ty .  The devotee  i s  s t i l l  r eq u ired  to  make th e  e f f o r t  to  p r a c t i s e  
the  old v i r t u e s  of  detachment and in d if fe ren c e ,  bu t he i s  no t req u ired  to  be 
completely s u c ce s s fu l .  God w i l l  en su re  success. In d iv id u a l  e f f o r t  i s  s t i l l  
requ ired ,  bu t l e s s  im portance i s  a t ta c h e d  to  i t ,  and co rresponding ly  more is  
given to  God's e f f o r t .
I t  should  a ls o  be noted  t h a t  t h i s  emphasis on s a lv a t io n  through devotion  
was an e s s e n t i a l  elem ent in  th e  G ita 's ,  and orthodox Hinduism's, a d a p ta t io n  to  
th e  he te rodox  challenge. For i t  r e p re s e n te d  an approach t h a t  was s u b s ta n t i a l l y  
e a s i e r  than  th e  more ex ac t in g  requ irem en ts  of say e a r ly  Buddhism, l e t  a lone th e  
r ig o u rs  of Jainism, And ju s t  a s  th e  he terodox f a i t h s  were open to  a l l ,  so was 
th e  G i ta 's  bhakti. In th e  GTta, i t  does not m a t te r  how low in s tan d in g  th e  
devo tee  might be; a l l  t h a t  m a t te r s  i s  h i s  a t t i t u d e :  *0 P a r tha ,  even th o se  who 
a re  low born -  women, valgyas, gBdras -  even they  go th e  h ig h e s t  way i f  they  
take  r e fu g e  with Me.12 Making s a lv a t io n  open to  a l l  was a most s ig n i f ic a n t  
d e p a r tu re  from the  e x c lu s iv e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  brahm apical t r a d i t i o n .
Bhaktiyoga , then, provided a method of  r e l ig io u s  s a lv a t io n  t h a t  was 
p sycho log ica lly  s a t i s f y i n g  and which could be re a d i ly  p r a c t i s e d  by a l l ,  high and 
humble. I t  was one o f  th e  e s s e n t i a l  a d a p ta t io n s  in th e  e v e n tu a l  emergence o f  a 
r e v i t a l i s e d  and s t r o n g e r  Hinduism. An unavoidable cos t,  though, was a much
1> This i s  apparen t  in  K p ^ a 's  enum eration o f  the  c a te g o r ie s  o f  people who a re  
p a r t i c u l a r ly  d ea r  to  Him. These c a te g o r ie s  a re  c h a ra c te r i s e d  by the  v i r t u e s  
of  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  in d if fe re n c e ,  and d isp a ss io n  t h a t  Kp§oa has  d isco u rsed  on a t  
such leng th ;  and th e r e f o r e  Kr§pa says  o f  each group t h a t  th e  devotee i s  
'dear  to  Me' (.sa me priyafr>. But, concludes Kp$i?a, th o se  who rev e re  His 
teach ings ,  who have f a i t h  in Him, and who a re  in te n t  on Him, th e s e  devo tees  
a re  'beyond m easure dear  to  Me' ( t e  a tlv a  me priyaft), See Bh.G. 12.13-20.
2) Maqi h i  p S r th a  v y a p a ^ r l ty a  ye ap i  syuh pSpayonayaJj/
S tr iy o  v a i^ y a s ta th a  g u d ra s te  ap i  y a n t i  par§ip g a t im / /  Bh.G. 9.32.
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reduced emphasis on the  im portance o f  human e f f o r t  and a c t io n  in  pe rsona l  
s a lv a t io n .
To summarise, so f a r  we have seen th a t  th e  G ita , though with  very varying 
emphasis, does accept t h a t  human a c t io n s  a re  meaningful, and th a t  w ith in  the  
c o n s t r a in t s  of th e  theo ry  o f  th e  gunas and th e  law of karma, the  in d iv id u a l  
does have a deg ree  o f  freedom. N ever the less ,  a major d i f f i c u l t y  rem ains to  the  
argument t h a t  the  G ita  does admit some degree  of f r e e -w i l l :  many p a r t s  o f  the  
G ita  a re  q u i te  undeniably  d e te r m in is t ic  in meaning and in te n t .  These p a r t s  seem 
to  r e l a t e  in one way or ano the r  to  th e  q u es tio n  of the  d i r e c t  r e l a t io n s h ip  of 
th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l  form o f  God to  the  s t a t e  of P rakpti, and th e  s t a t e  of Puru$a,
I s  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h ip  such th a t  th e  apparen t  freedom accorded th e  phenomenal 
in d iv id u a l  on th e  one hand i s  sna tched  away on th e  o th e r  th rough  th e  a l l -  
powerful hand o f  God t h a t  a lone  moves and c o n tro ls  a l l ?
As th e  G it a concerns Arjuna 's  moral dilemma, th e  problem may be r e l a t e d  
back to  t h i s  s e t t in g .  At th e  end o f  th e  Gfta, Arjuna does accep t Kpsha's 
teach ings ,  and he s ta n d s  up to  f ig h t  God's enemies. But i s  t h i s  A rjuna 's  f re e  
dec is ion  fo llow ing  on God's advice, o r  i s  i t  because Krsoa has  c o n tro l le d  and 
changed Arjuna from w ith in?
The a u th o r  o f  th e  G ita , i t  may be sa id , sp a re s  no e f f o r t  to  bu ild  up h i s
conception of th e  p e rso n a l  God; and to  t h i s  end q u i te  unb link ing ly  draws upon 
n o t io n s  o f  the  d iv ine  from th e  popular  t r a d i t i o n  and th e  orthodox brahmaijic 
t r a d i t io n .  The r e s u l t  might be considered  one o f  th e  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l
syn theses .  As S.N. Dasgupta has  pu t  i t :
i t  i s  ev iden t t h a t  th e  G ita  does not know t h a t  pantheism  and deism 
and the ism  cannot well be jumbled up in to  one a s  a c o n s is te n t  
ph ilo soph ic  creed. And i t  does not a t tem p t to  answer any o b jec t io n s  th a t  
may be made a g a in s t  th e  combination of such o p p o s i te  views. The G ita  
no t only a s s e r t s  t h a t  a l l  i s  God, but i t  a lso  aga in  and aga in  r e p e a ts  
t h a t  God t ra n s c e n d s  a l l  and i s  s im ultaneously  t ra n sc e n d e n t  and immanent 
in th e  world. The answer ap p a re n tly  implied in th e  G ItS  to  a l l  o b jec t ions  
to  the  ap p a re n tly  d i f f e r e n t  views of  th e  n a tu r e  o f  God i s  th a t  
t ran scenden ta l ism , immanent a lism and pantheism  lo se  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t iv e  and 
o p pos ite  c h a ra c te r s  in the  m elting  whole o f  th e  s u p e r - p e r s o n a l i ty  of
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God. Sometimes in th e  same passage, and sometimes in p a ssa g e s  of the  
same con tex t,  th e  G ita  t a lk s  in a p a n th e is t i c ,  a t ra n s c e n d e n ta l  or a 
t h e i s t i c  vein, and t h i s  seems to  imply th a t  t h e r e  i s  no c o n tra d ic t io n  in 
th e  d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c ts  o f  God as  p re s e rv e r  and c o n t r o l le r  of th e  world, 
a s  th e  su b s tan ce  o f  th e  world, l i f e  and soul, and a s  th e  tran scen d en t  
su b s tra tu m  underly ing  them a l l .  In o rder  to  em phasise th e  f a c t  th a t  a l l  
t h a t  e x i s t s  and a l l  t h a t  i s  worthy o f  e x is te n c e  o r  a l l  t h a t  has  a 
s u p e r l a t iv e  e x is te n c e  in good or bad a re  God's m a n ife s ta t io n ,  the  G ita  i s  
never t i r e d  o f  r e p e a t in g  th a t  whatever i s  h ig h es t ,  b e s t  o r  even worst in 
th in g s  i s  God or God's m a n i f e s ta t io n .1
In o th e r  words, th e  G i ta 's  view of th e  n a tu re  o f  God i s  something of an a l l -
in c lu s iv e  jumble.
However, th e  predominant tone  in the  G ita  i s  no t  th e  pantheism  or deism of 
th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t r a d i t i o n  but th e  theism  of the  popular  t r a d i t io n . .  Theism may 
reasonab ly  be considered  to  be ' th e  d o c tr in e  t h a t  th e  u l t im a te  ground of th in g s  
i s  a s in g le  supreme r e a l i t y  (i.e. God) which i s  th e  so u rce  o f  ev e ry th in g  o th e r  
than i t s e l f  and has  th e  c h a ra c te r s  of  being (a) i n t r i n s i c a l l y  complete or 
p e r fe c t  and (b), a s  a consequence, an adequate  ob jec t  o f  u n q u a li f ie d  ad o ra t io n  
or w orsh ip . '21 In b r ie f ,  t h i s  co inc ides  w ith  St, Anselm's view t h a t  God i s  ' th e  
being than which none g r e a t e r  can be th o u g h t , '3
Now, the  a u th o r  o f  th e  G ita  has made every e f f o r t  to  p re s e n t  God a s  th e  
ob jec t  which accords  w ith  St, Anselm's view of God. As we have seen, the  
im personal A bsolu te  o f  ph i lo soph ica l  Hinduism, and th e  nirvaria  o f  Buddhism a re  
su bo rd ina ted  to  Kp?na. and in th e  G ita  v i r t u a l ly  every  known p e rsona l  name of 
th e  d iv ine  i s  considered  as  an a p p e l la t io n  of Kr?na-A However, Kr?i?a i s  not in 
th e  s t r i c t  se n se  th e  sou rce  of ev e ry th in g  o th e r  than  Himself; fo r  a s  we have 
seen, Nature  and S p i r i t  a re  in  Kp?na arid have been e te r n a l ly  so. There i s  
no th ing  o th e r  than  God, f o r  u l t im a te ly  a l l  i s  God in a p a n th e i s t i c  sense.
Logically  i t  might be though t th a t  t h i s  should s e r io u s ly  compromise the  
t h e i s t i c  p o s i t io n  in a s  much a s  i t  may confuse  th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between God and
1) S.N. Dasgupta, A H isto ry  o f  Indian Philosophy. vol,2, p.527.
2) E.A. Taylor, 'Theism' in H as t ings  <ed.), op .c it . .  v o l . l l ,  p.261.
3) Ibid. 4) See Bh.G. 10.12-15; 11.37-40; 9.17-18.
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man, and between God and th e  un iverse ;  and I t  i s  j u s t  t h i s  d i s t i n c t io n  which i s  
v i t a l  to  any t r u ly  t h e l s t i c  ph i losophy .1 The t h e i s t l c  view t h a t  God i s  to  be 
worshipped p resupposes  a b e l i e f  in th e  r e a l  e x is te n c e  o f  be ings who can worship 
God, and b e l i e f  in  God a s  a s e p a r a te  and d i s t i n c t  P e rso n a l i ty .  Clearly , pure  
theism  i s  e a s i e r  i f  God i s  in te r p r e te d  a s  th e  c r e a to r  o f  e x is te n c e  who then  
s ta n d s  a p a r t  from His c re a t io n  which i s  deemed to  be s e p a r a te ly  r e a l .  This view 
does not f i t  com fortab ly  with any p a n th e i s t i c  n o t io n s  t h a t  e q u a te  God and a l l  
t h a t  e x is t s .  Theism makes more se n se  i f  God i s  t ra n sc en d e n t  o r  a p a r t  from the  
universe .
Now, in v a r io u s  p a r t s  o f  th e  G ita, Kpsna i s  p o r tra y e d  as  tran scen d in g  the  
t r ip le -w o r ld .  Thus Arjuna says  o f  Kp?na: 'You a re  th e  F i r s t  God, th e  Primeval 
Person, th e  h ig h e s t  r e c e p ta c le  o f  a l l  t h i s  (un iverse), th e  knower, what i s  to  be 
known, and th e  h ig h e s t  abode; by you, a l l  ( th is  u n iv e rse )  was spread  out, 0 you 
of en d le ss  form s.'12 And Kp§na says  of Himself: 'As I have passed  beyond the  
Perishab le , and am h igher  even than  the  Im perishable , th e re fo re ,  in th e  world 
and in th e  Veda, I am renowned a s  the  Supreme Person . '3
However, i t  i s  Kp§pa's immanence in, or indw elling  o f  th e  world th a t  i s  most 
ev iden t in th e  G ita, Admittedly, i t  i s  not a t  a l l  unusua l  in t h e i s t l c  system s fo r  
the  t ra n sc en d e n t  God, who was b e fo re  th e  world and a p a r t  from i t ,  as i t s  
c re a to r  and r u le r ,  to  be in some sense  a t  l e a s t  p re s e n t  o r  Immanent in i t . 4 Nor 
i s  i t  unusual, or indeed s u rp r i s in g ,  th a t  t h i s  immanence should  tend in a 
p a n th e i s t i c  d i r e c t io n .15 However, what i s  unusua l in th e  G ita  i s  the
1) Taylor, op .c it . .  p.262.
2) Tvamadideval) puru^ah  puraijas
tvamasya vi^vasya paraqi nidhanam/
V e t ta s i  vedyaip ca param ca dhama
tv ay a  tataip  v i^vam anan tarupa //  Bh.G. 11.38.
3) Y asm atk^aram atlto  ahamak§aradapi cottamat)/
Ato asm! loke vede ca p r a th i t a h  puru§ottamal)/7 Bh.G. 15.18.
4) A.C. M cGiffert, 'Immanence' in  H astings, op .c it . .  vo l .7, p,167.
5) Ibid.. p. 171.
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thoroughgoing, and even extreme, view th a t  i s  p re se n ted  o f  Kr?qa's immanence. 
This, i t  would seem, can be a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  p r e - e x i s t in g  s t r e n g th  o f  the  
p a n th e i s t i c  and m on is t ic  t r e n d s  in th e  Indian ph ilo so p h ica l  t r a d i t io n ,  To th i s  
p a n th e i s t i c  trend , th e  G i ta ’s a u th o r  i s  much indebted. However, a d o c tr in e  of 
immanence-cum-pantheism im perils ,  and may even des tro y ,  th e  idea of  the  
s e p a ra te  p e r s o n a l i ty  of God, and the  notion  of man a s  a s e p a r a te  and 
re sp o n s ib le  a g e n t .1
Now, th e  a u th o r  of the  G ita  does a t  l e a s t  r e s c u e  God from th e  p e r i l  of 
becoming an im personal Absolute  by s t ro n g ly  developing th e  d iv ine  p e rso n a l i ty .
As Arjuna f in d s  out, th e  p e rso n a l  form o f  God can be a s  t e r r i f y i n g  a s  i t  i s  
loving:
Seeing (your form) touching  th e  sky, ablaze, m u l t i -c o lo u re d  w ith  mouths 
opened and eyes  wide and blazing, my i n n e r - s e l f  trem bles ,  and I cannot 
f ind e i t h e r  f irm ness  or peace. Seeing your mouths w ith  t h e i r  d re a d fu l  
fangs, which resem ble th e  (devouring) f i r e  of  Time, I know not my 
d i re c t io n s ,  and can o b ta in  no re fuge . Have mercy, 0 Lord o f  th e  gods, 0 
Abode of the  Universe.2
However, th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  G ita  does not save  man from h is  s im i la r  p e r i l ;  which
i s  hard ly  s u rp r i s in g  given th a t  th e  b e l i e f  in, and th e  a ttachm en t to, the
phenomenal in d iv id u a l  i s  a s ign  o f  em barrass ing  ignorance, and i s  u l t im a te ly  the
cause o f  a l l  s u f f e r in g .  The r e s u l t  o f  th e  G ita ’s  f a i l u r e  to  defend man from i t s
bu ild ing  up o f  God i s  only too  apparen t,  For in c o n s id e rab le  p a r t s  of the  te x t
th e  immanence o f  God and h i s  a c t i v i t y  in th e  world seem so complete t h a t  a l l
change i s  p o r tra y ed  as  due to  th e  hand o f  God; while phenomenal man, to  th e
e x te n t  t h a t  he i s  not swallowed up in  th e  divine, i s  m erely a pow erless  victim
moved by a fo rc e  q u i te  beyond h i s  con tro l .
1) Ibid.
2> Nabhaljspr^aip dlptaraanekavaroaipi
vyattananaifi d lp ta v i^ a la n e t ra m /
Dp?tva h i  tvaip p r a v y a th i t a n ta r a tm a
dhptiip na vindSmi samaip ca v l§ p o / /  
D a n g t ra k a ra la n i  ca t e  mukhani
d p? tva iva  kSl&nalasaipnibhani/
Di$o na j5ne  na labhe ca sarma
p ra s id a  devesa j a g a n n iv a s a / /  Bh.G. 11,24-25.
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At f i r s t  s ig h t ,  i t  might seem anomolous to  t a lk  o f  God's immanence in the  
G ita  given th a t  Nature and S p i r i t  a re  both considered  to  c o n s t i t u t e  th e  body of 
God. Can God, then, be immanent in  a u n ive rse  th a t  i s  a lso  u l t im a te ly  a mode of 
God? In th e  G ita  th e  answer i s  a d e f in i t e  yes. For w hile  a l l  i s  d iv ine  and 
u n if ie d  in God, n o n e th e le ss  S p i r i t ,  Nature and th e  S u p e rn a tu ra l  P e rso n a l i ty  of 
God a re  a l l  t r e a t e d  a s  s e p a r a te  and d i s t i n c t  p a r t s  o f  th e  one whole. I t  i s  the  
S u p e rn a tu ra l  P e r so n a l i ty  of God in t h i s  arrangem ent t h a t  becomes immanent and 
a c t iv e  in th e  ever-chang ing  world o f  N ature  and bonded sou ls .
The G ita  v a r io u s ly  s u g g e s t s  th a t  t h i s  i s  the  case, bu t  most e x p l ic i ty  in
the  fo llow ing verse :
In t h i s  world th e r e  a re  two Persons, th e  P e r ish ab le  (i.e. Nature) and the  
Im perishable  (i.e. S p i r i t ) .  The P e r ish ab le  i s  a l l  beings; th e  Im perishable  
i s  c a l le d  t h a t  which s ta n d s  a t  the  h ig h es t .  But th e  Highest Person i s  
(yet) another, c a lled  th e  Supreme Soul; the  Unchanging Lord who e n te r s  
in to  and s u s ta in s  th e  th re e  w orld s .1
In th e s e  v e rs e s  the  S u p e rn a tu ra l  P e rso n a l i ty  of God i s  s e t  o f f  a g a in s t  Nature
and S p i r i t  a s  a t h i r d  and h igher  p r in c ip le ,2 which then  e n te r s  and s u p p o r ts  the
un iverse , i.e. becomes immanent in i t .
In the  GitS, God’s  immanence in th e  t r ip le - w o r ld  i s  po r trayed  in two 
e s s e n t i a l  ways, though no apparen t  a t tem p t i s  made to  harm onise them. F i r s t ly ,  
Kr?ua i s  p o r tra y ed  in term s o f  h i s  a c t i v i t y  on beha lf  o f  th e  un iverse .  Through 
t h i s  a c t i v i t y  he both s u p e rv is e s  th e  p ro ce sse s  of P ra k r ti  and d i r e c t l y  c o n tro ls  
th e s e  p rocesses .  Kp§ija no t only causes  Prakpti to  emanate from and d is so lv e  
in to  i t s  s t a t e  o f  prim al r e s t ,  bu t he a ls o  d i r e c t s  th e  gupas  and Time. Thus a l l  
th e  mechanisms th a t  l i e  behind P ra k p tis  c e a s e le s s  change a re  in one way or 
ano ther  a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  c o n tro l  o f  th e  immanent God. For man, th e  e f f e c t  i s  to  
r e t a in  h is  in d iv id u a l i ty  but to  reduce  him to  a c o n tro l le d  and pow erless puppet.
1) Dvavimau puru^au  loke k^ a ra^ cak^ a ra  eva ca /
K^arah s a rv a p i  b h u ta n i  ku 'tastho akgara  u c y a te / /
Uttamah purugastvanyah paramatmetyudahptah/
Yo lokatrayam Svi9ya b ibhartyavyaya  I^ v a ra b / /  Bh.G. 15,16-17.
2) cf. Bh.G. 13.1-2.
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Secondly, Kp$i?a i s  conceived o f  as  underly ing  or underpinning phenomenal 
ex is te n c e  a s  the  very essence  of  every th ing . For man, th e  e f f e c t  i s  to  
compromise the  very idea  o f  th e  phenomenal in d iv id u a l  a s  a s e p a ra te  and 
d i s t i n c t  e n t i ty .  All i s  swallowed up in God.
Though Kp^na, in h is  p u re ly  t ran scen d en t  a spec t  is ,  l ik e  th e  in d iv id u a l  soul, 
e n t i r e ly  beyond ac tion , t h i s  i s  c e r t a in ly  not the  case  w ith  h i s  immanent aspec t .
In th e  G ita, Kr?i?a i s  rev e a le d  as  a God who t i r e l e s s l y  works fo r  and tow ards
th e  o rdered  e v o lu t io n  o f  th e  un iverse .  In fac t ,  Kp§na p o r t r a y s  Himself to  Arjuna 
as the  g r e a t  doer o f  n o n -a t tac h e d  ac tion , the  d iv ine  example fo r  a l l  men to  
follow.
0 Par tha ,  th e r e  i s  no th ing  t h a t  I need to  do in  th e s e  th re e  worlds.
(There i s )  no th ing  to  be a t t a in e d  ( tha t  i s )  no t  a t t a in e d  (a lready) and 
(yet)  I am engaged in ac tion . For i f  I were not a t  a l l  to  engage in  ac t io n  
u n t i r in g ly ,  men everywhere would follow my path, 0 P a r tha .  These worlds 
would f a l l  in to  ru in  i f  I  did not do ac tion . I  would be a maker o f
confusion (and) I would ru in  th e s e  (ray) c r e a t u r e s . 1
Thus Kp§pa ex p la in s  t h a t  th e re  i s  no th ing  He needs to  do, fo r  w hatever He does
can add no th ing  to  His p e rfe c t io n ;  ye t work He does. The lo ca t io n  of t h i s  d iv ine
a c t iv i t y  i s  th e  t r ip le - 'w o r ld ,  and i t s  purpose i s  th e  m aintenance o f  th e  o rder ly
course  o f  th e  un iverse .  I f  Kp$na were to  s to p  h is  ac tion , and the  world were to
follow, then  d e s t r u c t io n  would ensue. However, though God’s  a c t i v i t y  does have
t h i s  purpose, i t  produces no phala, o r  p e rsona l  ’f r u i t ’ fo r  Kp^pa’s  own b e n e f i t ,
and hence i t  i s  non-b ind ing .12
In th e  G ita , God i s  rev e a le d  a s  working on b eh a lf  o f  th e  u n iv e rse  in a 
number o f  ways. One o f  th e s e  concerns the  a v a t a r s  d o c tr in e ,  whereby God 
p e r io d ic a l ly  becomes in c a rn a te  on e a r th  to  teach  anew th e s e  His d o c tr in es ,  and
1) Na me p a r t h a s t i  kartavyaip t r i $ u  loke$u kiipcana/
Nanavaptamavaptavyaip v a r t a  eva ca karm ap i/ /
Yadl hyaham na varteyaiji jS tu  k a rm aoyatand ri tah /
Mama v a r tm a n u v a r ta n te  manu?y§b p a r th a  s a rv a g a b / /
Utsldeyurlm e loka  na kuryaiji karma cedaham/
Saipkarasya ca k a r t§  syamupahanyamimab p ra ja t ) / /  Bh.G. 3 .22-24.
2) Cf Bh.G. 4.14: 'Actions do no t s t a in  Me; I have no longing fo r  th e  f r u i t  of  
ac tion , '
Na mam karm ani l im pan ti  na me karmaphale sppha /
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fo r  th e  r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  r ig h te o u s n e s s  in th e  un iverse . Thus Kp$pa exp la in s  to  
Arjuna:
Although I am unborn, my essence  i s  unchanging, and I am th e  Lord of  a l l  
c r e a tu re s ,  (ye t)  I  r e s o r t  to  Nature, which i s  mine, (and) I am born 
th rough my own power. For whenever th e re  i s  a fad ing  o f  dharma, 0 
B hara ta , (and) a r i s i n g  up o f  law lessness ,  then X c r e a te  Myself (on 
Earth). For the  p ro te c t io n  o f  th e  good, the  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  wicked, and 
the  r e - e s ta b l i s h m e n t  o f  dharma, I am born in age a f t e r  ag e .1
However, Kp$pa's a c t i v i t y  on b e h a lf  of th e  u n ive rse  i s  much more fundam ental 
than th a t  o f  a s o r t  of cosmic repairm an o f  th e  dharmic order. A fte r  a l l ,  i t  i s  
Kp§pa who b r in g s  about th e  ev o lu t io n  of  P rakpti from i t s  s t a t e  of prim al r e s t r ­
and t h e r e a f t e r  Kp?pa i s  p o r tra y ed  as  con tinu ing  to  e x e rc is e  a su p e rv iso ry  
function: 'With Me a s  su p e rv iso r ,  Nature produces th e  moving and th e  s ta t io n a ry ;  
0 Kaunteya, th e  world rev o lv es  by t h i s  means.'3 The word adhyakpa means 
b a s ic a l ly  one who observes , but i t  has  th e  secondary sense  o f  one who e x e rc is e s  
superv is ion . Kr?pa, i t  would seem, does not j u s t  s ta n d  back and allow P ra k rtl  to  
change in  accordance w ith  th e  gupas, karma and th e  onrush o f  Time; fo r  He p lays  
th e  p a r t  o f  a cosmic o v e rse e r  o f  Prakpti,
But e lsew here  in th e  G ita, th e  n a tu r e  o f  Kp§pa's c o n t ro l  i s  seen in f a r  
more fundam ental te rm s fo r  He i s  p o r tray ed  as  d i r e c t in g  th e  p ro ce sse s  of 
Prakpti th rough  th e  gupas  and Time.
The gupas  a re  a p a r t  of th e  d iv ine  form fo r  th ey  c o n s t i t u t e  Prakpti, which 
i s  Kp^pa's lower Nature, However, in te rm s of  th e  G it S' s m etaphysics  t h i s  does 
not compromise the  idea  o f  human freedom so long as  th e  gupas  a c t  a s  a s o r t  o f  
barom eter of  human a c t io n  which exp la in s  the  workings o f  th e  law of karma. The 
idea o f  human freedom would only be compromised i f  i t  could be shown th a t  the
1) A jo ap i  sannavyayatm a bhutanam l^varo  a p i  s a n /
Prakptim svam adhi^ thaya  saipbhavamyStmamayaya//
Yada yada h i  dharmasya g la n i r b h a v a t i  b h a r a t a /  
Abhyutthanamadharmasya tadStmSnam spjamyaham//
P a r l t ra p S y a  sSdhunaqi v in a^ ay a  ca du§kptam/ 
Dharmasatpsth5pan§rth5ya saipbhavami yuge y u g e //  Bh.G. 4 .6-8.
2) See Bh.G. 9 .8-9 .
3) Mayadhyak^epa p rak p tib  s tlya te  sacarScaram /
Hetunanena kaunteya j a g a d v ip a r iv a r t a t e / /  Bh.G. 9.10.
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gupas  were in any way under th e  co n tro l  or d i r e c t io n  o f  th e  S u p e rn a tu ra l  
P e rso n a l i ty  o f  God.
Now, a t  one poin t in th e  G i ta  th e  wording i s  such a s  to  s u g g e s t  th a t  t h i s
i s  th e  case. Indeed, th e  gupas  a r e  p o r tray ed  as  one o f  th e  main in s t ru m en ts
th rough which Kp$pa e x e rc is e s  h i s  p e rso n a l  power and c o n tro l  in th e  universe .
The consequences o f  t h i s  fo r  th e  law of  karma a re  nowhere considered.
Also know t h a t  s t a t e s  of being, whether dominated by s a ttv a , ra ja s  or 
tamas, a r e  from Me alone; bu t I am not in them, they  a re  in  Me. By th e s e  
s t a t e s  o f  being which c o n s is t  o f  th e  th re e  gupas, a l l  t h i s  world i s  
deluded; i t  knows Me not a s  th e  Supreme Im perishable . For t h i s  i s  my
m y ste r io u s  power, div ine, c o n s is t in g  o f  the  gupas, and hard to  overcome.
Those who seek r e fu g e  in Me a lone w i l l  c ro ss  over t h i s  m yste rious  power 
<of mine).1
Though th e  gupas, a s  a p a r t  of Kp?na, must u l t im a te ly  o r ig in a te  from Kp§r?a,
th e se  v e rs e s  seem to  be say ing  more than  ju s t  th is .  The im p lica tion  i s  t h a t
each in d iv id u a l  g'una c o n f ig u ra t io n  th a t  occurs  in Nature  i s  d i r e c t l y  derived  
from the  immanent Kp$pa, and not from th e  e f f e c t  o f  p a s t  in d iv id u a l  ac tions .
This would include, be i t  noted, gupa combinations dominated by r a j a s  (which 
produce d e s ire ) ,  and tamas (which produce ignorance). I f  a l l  t h i s  i s  so, the  
immanent Kp$pa d i r e c t s  th e  workings of th e  gupas. I t  might be su g g e s te d  th a t  
Kp$ija merely d i r e c t s  and en fo rces  th e  gupas  in accordance w ith  p a s t  a c tions ,  
but th e  t e x t  g iv e s  no h in t  o f  t h i s .  And a s  th e s e  v e r s e s  follow on a s e c t io n  in 
which Kp?pa i s  d escr ibed  as  immanent in th e  u n iv e rse  a s  th e  very essence  of 
e ve ry th ing ,2 then  t h i s  view seems even more doubtfu l .
Kp$ija f u r t h e r  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  gupas  a re  th e  cause  o f  confusion  and 
delusion, and th e r e f o r e  presumably o f  th e  r e s u l t i n g  good and e v i l  in  th e  world. 
I t  would seem t h a t  though God i s  h e re  immanent in  th e  world, i t  does not follow
1) Ye caiva s a t t v i k a  bhava r a j a s a s t a m a s a 9ca ye /
Matta e v e t i  tS nv iddh i  na tvahaip te§ u  t e  m ayi//  
Tribh irgupam ayairbhavairebh ii)  sarvamidaip j a g a t /
Mohitaiji n a b h i j a n a t i  mamebhyab paramavyayam//
Daivi hye§a  guijamayl mama may a d u ra ty a y a /
Mameva ye p rapadyan te  mayametaiji t a r a n t i  t e / /  Bh.G. 7 .12-14.
2) See Bh.G. 7 ,8-11.
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t h a t  communion with Him Is  made any e a s ie r ;  fo r  God's r e a l  form i s  hidden by 
the  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  gupas. Only th o se  who 'seek  re fu g e '  (prapadyante , 'throwing 
o n e se lf  down a t  th e  f e e t  o f ')  w ith  Krspa a re  ab le  to  p e n e t r a te  beyond P rakrti to  
God.
Then, in the  f in a l  verse , Kp?i?a says  th a t  ' t h i s '  (etad) i s  h i s  may a, which i s  
'd iv ine ' (da iv l), 'hard to  overcome' (du ra tyaya ), and 'c o n s is t in g  of the  gupas1 
(gupamayi). This eq u a tio n  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  even i f  i t s  meaning i s  not beyond 
d ispu te . Though most t r a n s l a t o r s  take  ' e ta d  as r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  whole u n iv e rse  
or Prakrti,'' th e  con tex t  would seem to  r e f e r  i t  more s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  th e  a c tu a l  
o pe ra t ion  o f  th e  gupas  and th e  de lus ion  they  cause. This, i t  would seem, i s  
Kp?rja's maya. What th e  G ita  a c tu a l ly  in te n d s  by the  word maya i s  c le a r ly  
im portant, but t h i s  e lu s iv e  word has been v a r io u s ly  rendered  as  ' i l l u s io n '  and 
'w izardry ',2 'v e i l '  and 'magic power',3 'c re a t iv e '  and 'uncanny p o w e r a n d  
'm yste r ious  power'.3
Etym ologically  the  word i s  from th e  roo t  ma which has  th e  bas ic  meaning ' to  
measure'. In th e  e a r l i e r  language, th e  d e r iv a t iv e  maya has  th e  e s s e n t i a l  meaning 
o f  'e x tra o rd in a ry '  o r  ' s u p e rn a tu ra l  power', and only l a t e r  a c q u ire s  such 
a d d i t io n a l  con n o ta t io n s  as  ' i l l u s io n ,  u n re a l i ty ,  deception , fraud , t r ic k ,  so rcery , 
w i tc h c ra f t ,  magic '.3 I t  i s  t h i s  e a r l i e r  sense  of 'e x tra o rd in a ry  or s u p e rn a tu ra l  
power' t h a t  seems to  b e s t  correspond to  th e  G i ta 's  u se  o f  th e  word. Thus a t  4.6 
we a re  to ld  t h a t  i t  i s  by Kpg^a's m ays (Stmamayaya) t h a t  He r e s o r t s  to  
<.adhi?thaya) Nature, which i s  His own <prakptiip svam), and comes to  be 
<sarpbhavami), i.e. a s  an avatara , In t h i s  in s tance ,  i t  would seem t h a t  maya i s  
th e  power or  in s tru m en t  th rough which Kr?pa ach ieves  th e  d iv ine  in te n t io n ,  while 
Prakpti i s  th e  lo c a t io n  o f  th e  ac tion . The G ita  a ls o  u s e s  th e  word maya in the
1) e.g. van Buitenen, op .c it . .  p,99; Zaehner, op .c it . .  p. 183,
2> Van Buitenen, op .c it . .  pp,99, 143.
3) K, Bolle, The Bhagavadgita: A New T rans la tion , pp.87, 211.
4) Zaehner, op .c it . .  pp.250, 399. 5) Minor, op .c it . .  p.245.
6) M. Monier-Williams, A S a n sk r l t -E n g l ish  Dictionary, p.811.
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f in a l  ch ap te r  where Kp$na t e l l s  Arjuna th a t  though he may choose not to  f ig h t ,
n o n e th e le ss  he w i l l  f ig h t :
I f ,  c l in g in g  to  your ego, you th ink  'I  w i l l  not f ig h t ' ,  to  no purpose i s  
your re so lv e  Cfor) N ature  w i l l  c o n s tra in  you. Kaunteya, you a re  bound to  
your own a c t io n s  which a r i s e  from your own n a tu re ;  (so) what, from 
delusion , you do not wish to  do, th a t  you w il l  do, d e s p i t e  your des ire .  
Arjuna, in th e  reg ion  of th e  h e a r t  o f  a l l  be ings a b ides  the  Lord; through 
h i s  m yste rious  power, he w h ir ls  round a l l  beings, who a re  mounted on a 
machine.1
Arjuna i s  th u s  to ld  in the  f i r s t  two v e rs e s  th a t  even though he does not w ill  
i t ,  he w i l l  be bound to  perform th o se  a c t io n s  th a t  accord  with h is  svabbava or 
h i s  guna co n f ig u ra t io n .  However, th e  t h i r d  v e rse  ex p la in s  t h i s  compulsion no t in 
term s o f  th e  law o f  karma, but in term s of the  Lord's maya. Kp§pa, i t  says, 
tu rn s  ' a l l  b e ings ' around l ik e  puppets  mounted upon a ya n tra  or 'machine'.^ 
Therefore, accord ing  to  t h i s  ve rse ,  Kp?$a i s  immanent in a l l  c r e a tu r e s  a s  the  
Lord w ith in  the  h e a r t ,3 and th rough  th e  in strum en t  o f  h i s  'm yste r ious  power' or 
may a, He d i r e c t s  th e  a c t io n s  o f  th e  ind iv idual.  T ra n s la te d  to  th e  u n iv e r sa l  
level, t h i s  means t h a t  Kp$oa d i r e c t s  th e  movements o f  th e  gupas, and th u s  of  
P r a k r t i T herefore , h e re  too  maya i s  the  means and P rakpti th e  lo ca t io n  of th e  
e f f e c t .
Besides th e  gupas, Kp?pa i s  a ls o  immanent and a c t iv e  in  th e  world a s  Time.
1> Yadahaipkarama<;ritya na yo tsya  i t i  manyase/
M ithyaiga v y a v a sa y a s te  p rakp tis tva ip  n iy o k s y a t i / /
Svabhavajena kaunteya nibaddhah svena karmapa/
Kartuip necchas i  yanmohatkari$yasyava£o a p i  t a t / /
Ljvarab sarvabhutanaiji hrdde^e a r ju n a  t i $ i h a t i /
Bhraraayansarvabhutani yan tra ruq lhan i m ayaya//  Bh.G, 18.59-61.
2) A ya n tra  -  from th e  ro o t  yam ' t o  hold ' -  i s  a 's u p p o r t '  o r  ' in s t ru m e n t '  or 
'm echanical a p p a ra tu s ' .
3) Though Kp?pa can be sa id  to  indw ell human be ings a s  t h e i r  soul, and though 
th e  s o u l  has  been v a r io u s ly  d escr ibed  as  th e  lo rd  o f  th e  body iprabbu  a t  
5.14, vibhu  a t  5.15, and mahegvaraft a t  13,22), i t  i s  no t  th e  so u l  t h a t  i s  
meant h e re  when i t  i s  sa id  t h a t  Kp$oa dwells in th e  h e a r t  o f  a l l  beings. The 
soul, we have a lready  seen, i s  immutable and e te r n a l l y  s t i l l  or a c t io n le s s .  
Therefore , though Kp§oa does indwell human be ings  in  th e  form of t h e i r  
atman, He i s  a lso  immanent in them as  th e  lo rd  w ith in  th e  h e a r t  and through 
th e  in s t ru m e n t  o f  h i s  mayS he d i r e c t s  th e  a c t io n s  of th e  ind iv idual,
4) Note Kp$i?a's c a su a l  comment: ' I t  i s  I who pour ou t hea t,  hold back th e  ra in , 
and send i t  fo r th ;  ... Tapamyahamahaip variant nigphpam yutspjam i c a /  Bh.G. 9.19 
Kp?pa's d i re c t io n  h e re  ex ten d s  r ig h t  down to  th e  munutlae.
431
The p r in c ip a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  N ature  i s  unceasing change and nowhere i s  t h i s  
more apparen t than  in th e  neve r-end ing  pass ing  of Time a s  i t  b r in g s  new th in g s  
in to  e x is te n c e  and tak e s  old th in g s  out o f  e x is tence .  As we have seen, the  
rem o rse less  n a tu r e  o f  th e  p a ss in g  o f  Time i s  such t h a t  i t  can r e a d i ly  pass  over 
in to  a f e e l in g  o f  in e v i ta b i l i ty :  th e  fe e l in g  th a t  what Time b r in g s  to  pass  could 
not have been o therw ise . In t h i s  view, th e  d e s t in y  o f  man i s  c o n tro l le d  by the  
e x te rn a l  fo rc e  o f  Time, no t by h i s  own ac tions .  All t h i s  i s  in d ic a te d  in th e  
p r in c ip a l  word fo r  Time, kala , which can ju s t  a s  r e a d i ly  mean Death and fa te .  In 
p a r t s  o f  th e  <?fta, Time does have t h i s  d e te rm in is t ic  sense , bu t Time i s  not 
looked upon as  an im personal mechanism func t ion ing  accord ing  to  i t s  own 
dynamic, but a s  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  a c t i v i t y  of the  immanent Lord.
This i s  v iv id ly  confirmed when Kp$oa r e v e a ls  to  Arjuna h i s  awesome 
s u p e rn a tu ra l  form in  which Arjuna se es  the  u n iv e rse  in  a l l  i t s  m u l t ip l ic i ty  
converged in th e  oneness o f  Kp$i>a's body. However, what t r u l y  t e r r i f i e s  Arjuna 
i s  th e  s ig h t  o f  a l l  th e  worlds ru sh in g  to  t h e i r  d e s t r u c t io n  in Kp?na's b laz ing  
mouths;
As moths, w ith  (ever) in c re as in g  speed, e n te r  a b laz ing  f i r e  to  ( th e i r )  
d e s t ru c t io n ,  so do th e s e  worlds, with (ever) In c reas in g  speed, e n te r  your 
mouths to  ( th e i r )  d e s t ru c t io n .  You rep e a te d ly  l ick  (your l ip s )  devouring 
th e s e  e n t i r e  worlds a l l  around (you) with your burning mouths. You f i l l  
th e  e n t i r e  u n iv e rse  w ith  your b r i l l i a n t  splendour; 0  Vi$ou, your d re a d fu l  
ra y s  b u rn .1
However, th e  change and d e s t r u c t io n  th a t  Kpspa b r in g s  about th rough  the  
mechanism o f  Time occurs  a t  a l l  lev e ls ,  not j u s t  th e  u n iv e rsa l .  Kp?na e s p e c ia l ly  
r e v e a ls  t h i s  to  Arjuna In term s o f  the  concern which prompted the  G ita  in th e  
f i r s t  p lace  -  the  impending b a t t l e .  Arjuna now se e s  th e  u n iv e r s a l  form of Kp?i?a
1) Yatha pradlp taip  jvalanaip pataipga
v i^ a n t i  n 5 9 aya sampddhavegah/
T athaiva  n a 9 aya v i 9a n t i  lo k as
ta v a p i  v a k t r a p i  sampddhavegab//
Lelihyase  grasamSnah sa m a n ta l
lokan sam agranvadana ir jva ladbh ib /
Tejobh irapurya  jagatsamagraqi
b h a sa s ta v o g ra b  p r a t a p a n t i  v i§ o o / /  Bh.G. 11.29-30.
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d es tro y in g  a l l  th e  assembled w a r r io r s  w ith  h is  d re a d fu l  mouths. The even ts  have
not ye t  taken  place, bu t t h e i r  course  and outcome have a lre ad y  been determined.
The v is io n  p rov ides  a v iv id  in s ig h t  in to  th e  a b so lu te  power o f  God, he re
m anifes ted  th rough  th e  p ro cess  o f  Time, and the  t o t a l  p ow erlessness  o f  man:
Strong-arm ed one, see ing  your mighty form with i t s  many mouths, eyes, 
arms, th ig h s  and fe e t ,  b e l l i e s  and d rea d fu l  fangs, ( th ese )  worlds a re  
trem bling  with f r ig h t ,  a s  am I. All th e s e  sons o f  D hptara§ tna, a long with 
h o s t s  of  kings, l ike  Bhi$ma, Droija, th e  son of a su ta  (Karna), a long with 
our forem ost f i g h t e r s  too, has ten ing , they  e n te r  your t e r r i b l e  mouths 
w ith  t h e i r  d re a d fu l  fangs; some can (even) be seen  s tu c k  between your 
te e th ,  w ith  t h e i r  heads crushed. As the  many c u r r e n t s  of r iv e r s  ru sh  
towards the  ocean, so th e s e  he roes  in the  world o f  men e n te r  your b lazing 
m ouths.1
To a t e r r i f i e d  and much shaken Arjuna, Kpsoa ex p la in s  what he has seen:
I am Time, fu l ly  developed fo r  the  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  worlds, in te n t  here  
on withdrawing th e  worlds. Except you, a l l  th e  w a r r io r s  who a re  a rray ed  
in ( th ese )  h o s t i l e  a rm ies  w i l l  not remain a live .  T herefore , s tand  up (and) 
win fame; conquering your enemies, r u le -a n d -e n jo y  a p ro sp e ro u s  kingdom. 
(For) I have d e s troyed  th e s e  w a r r io r s  already; you a re  merely the  
in strum en t,  0 am bidextrous one.72
Therefore, Kpsoa has  a lready  prede term ined  th a t  a l l  th e  assem bled w a r r io r s  w i l l
meet t h e i r  d e s t ru c t io n ;  and th e  fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  th e  d iv ine  i n te n t io n  a w a its  only
1) Rupaip m aha tte  bahuvaktranetraip
mahabaho bahubahurupadam/
Bahudararp bahudan?trakara la ip
dp?fva  lokab p ra v y a th i t  a s ta th a h a m //  (23)
Ami ca tvaip dhp tara§ i;rasya  p u t ra b
sa rv e  saha ivavan ipa lasa ipgha ih /
Bhi?mo dropab s u ta p u t r a s t a th S s a u
sa h asm a d ly a ira p i  yodhamukhyaib// (26)
V ak tra^ i  t e  tvaram aija  v i i jan t i
d a n s t r a k a r a l a n i  bhayanakan i/
Kecidvilagna d a ^ an a n ta re ^ u
saijidp^yante cu ri j i ta iru ttam anga ib /V  (27)
Yatha nadlnSip bahavo arabuvegab
samudramevabhimukha d r a v a n t i /
Ta tha  tavam l n a ra lo k a v i r a
v i 9a n t i  v a k tra p y a b h iv i jv a la n t i /7  (28) Bh.G. 11.23, 26-28.
2) KSlo asmi lokakgayakptpravpddho
lokansam ahartum iha p rav p t tab  
p te  ap i  t v a  na b h a v i? y a n ti  s a rv e
ye a v a s th i t a b  p ra ty a n ik e § u  yodhafo/V 
T a sm a t tv a m u tt i$ th a  ya^o labhasva
j i t v S  <jatrGnbhunk?va rajyaip sampddham/
M ayaivaite  n ih a ta b  purvameva
nim ittam Stram  bhava savyas& cin //  Bh.G. 11.32-33,
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th e  passage  o f  Time, Equally, Kpgna has p redeterm ined  t h a t  Arjuna s h a l l  be God's 
chosen in s t ru m en t  fo r  t h i s  d e s t ru c t io n .  In a l l  t h is ,  God's power i s  complete, 
man's power i s  m eaningless.
So fa r  K r?pa 's  immanence has  been p o r trayed  in term s o f  h i s  a c t i v i t y  in 
r e l a t io n s h ip  to  th e  un iverse , and how th i s  i s  exe rc ised . The e f f e c t  i s  to  
maintain  th e  in d iv id u a l  a s  a s e p a r a te  and r e a l  e n t i ty ,  but to  d e s tro y  any sense  
of the  in d iv id u a l  a s  a f r e e  agent. However, in a more p a s s iv e  sense , d o c tr in e s  
o f  immanence almost n a tu r a l l y  tend  tow ards a thoroughgoing  p a n th e i s t i c  
in t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  between God and th e  un iverse .  While th e  G ita , 
as a whole, i s  not u l t im a te ly  p a n th e is t i c ,  p a r t s  of i t  a re  s tro n g ly  so in tone.
In th e s e  se c t io n s ,  Kp?pa i s  p o r tra y ed  a s  e n te r in g  in to  the  un iverse ,  and 
m ain ta in ing  or su p p o r t in g  i t  th rough  h is  energy. The d iv ine  energy, e n te re d  in to  
the  un iverse ,  can be seen  m an ifes ted  in th e  very essence  o f  every th ing , The 
e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  i s  to  v i r t u a l l y  d e s tro y  any idea of  th e  in d iv id u a l  as a s e p a ra te  
and r e a l  e n t i ty ,  l e t  a lone  a f r e e  one. The phenomenal in d iv id u a l  i s  swallowed up 
in God.
For Instance ,  in ch a p te r  seven, Kp$oa unequivocally  a s s e r t s  to  Arjuna th a t
He (and not S p i r i t  o r  Nature) i s  th e  Highest Reality ; and 'All t h i s  (un ive rse )  i s
s t ru n g  on Me l ik e  a m u l t i tu d e  o f  p e a r l s  on a t h r e a d . '1 By way o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,
Kp?ija proceeds to  id e n t i f y  Himself w ith  th e  essence  of  every th ing , i.e. with the
p roper ty  t h a t  i s  p e c u l ia r  t o  each p a r t i c u l a r  ca tegory  and which d i s t in g u is h e s  i t
from a l l  o th e r  c a te g o r ie s :
In w a te rs  I  am th e  t a s t e ,  0 Kaunteya, in th e  moon and sun I am th e  l ig h t .  
In a l l  th e  Vedas I  am th e  sac red  s y l l a b le  Oip, in  e th e r  I am sound, (and) 
in men I am m anliness. In th e  e a r th  I am pure  f rag ran ce ,  and in f i r e  I  am 
th e  he a t .  In a l l  be ings I am th e  l i f e ,  and in a s c e t i c s  I  am t h e i r  
a u s t e r i t y .  0 P ar tha ,  know me as  th e  e t e r n a l  seed  o f  a l l  beings. Amongst 
the  i n t e l l i g e n t  I am th e  i n t e l l e c t ,  (and) I  am th e  energy  amongst th o se  of 
energy. And I am th e  s t r e n g th  o f  th e  s trong , (but s t r e n g th )  f r e e  from 
d e s i r e  and passion . Bull o f  th e  B hara tas , in be ings  I am d es ire ,  (but 
d e s i r e )  no t opposed to  dharma.=
1) Mayi sarvamidaip protaip sQ tre  mapigaoa i v a / /  Bh.G. 7.7.
2) Raso ahamapsu kaunteya  prabhasm i ^a^isuryayob/
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I f  Kp^pa's claim to  be the  m anliness in men, l i f e  in a l l  beings, th e  a u s t e r i t y  in 
a s c e t ic s ,  th e  prim eval seed  o f  a l l  beings, th e  energy in  th e  e n e rg e t ic ,  and the  
s t r e n g th  in the  s tro n g ,  does not d e s tro y  th e  in d iv id u a l i ty  o f  th e  phenomenal 
being, then  the  claim to  be th e  i n t e l l e c t  (buddhi) in th e  i n t e l l i g e n t  s u re ly  
does. The buddhi is ,  o f  course, th e  c r i t i c a l  f a c to r  in  th e  s a lv a t io n  or 
d e s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  ind iv idual.
Elsewhere Kp§pa d e s c r ib e s  how he e n te r s  in to  th e  e a r th  and su p p o r ts  a l l
p la n ts  and c r e a tu r e s  with  h is  'power' or ' s t r e n g th '  <.ojasa>.
Pervading th e  e a r th ,  I  suppo rt  be ings  with my s t r e n g th .  Becoming soma, I 
n ou r ish  a l l  h e rb s  in th e  form of sap. Becoming f i r e ,  I dwell in th e  body 
of l iv in g  beings, (and) to g e th e r  with th e  inward and outward b rea th ,  I 
d ig e s t  th e  fou r  k inds o f  food.1
However, in be ings Kp§pa i s  more than ju s t  the  f i r e  t h a t  d ig e s t s  food and th u s  
n o u r ish e s  phys ica l  e x is tence ,  for;  'And I  dwell in the  h e a r t  of a l l ;  from Me 
a r i s e  memory, knowledge and rea so n in g . '25 Though i t  has  been so taken ,3 i t  i s  
d i f f i c u l t  to  see  t h a t  t h i s  can r e f e r  to  Kp§pa's indw elling  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  as  
th e  soul. The so u l  ( atman), a s  we have seen, has no th ing  to  do with memory, 
knowledge, and reason ing . These belong to  th e  h igher  psycho-m enta l c a te g o r ie s ,  
th e  buddhi and the  manas. However, i f  memory, knowledge and reason ing  a re  
derived  from th e  immanent Lord, an unavoidable  consequence must be the  
d e s t r u c t io n  o f  any s e n se  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  as  a s e p a r a te  and r e a l  e n t i ty .
The most p a n th e i s t i c  of a l l  s e c t io n s  o f  th e  G ita  i s  found in  ch a p te r  ten. In
Prapavab sa rvavede^u  $abdab khe pauru$aip n p §u //
Pupyo gandhab ppthivyaip ca te ja^ casm i v ib h av asau /
Jivanaip sa rv a b h u te? u  tapa$casm i t a p a s v i ? u / /
Bijaip maip sarvabhutanarp v iddh i p a r th a  sanatanam / 
Buddhirbuddhimatamasroi te ja s te ja sv in S m ah am //
Balaip balavataip  cahaip k am arag av iv a r j i tam /
Dharmaviruddho bhute^u  kSmo asmi b h a ra ta r ? a b h a / /  Bh.G. 7 .7-11.
1) Gamavi^ya ca bh u t§ n i  dharayam yaham ojasa/
Pu?pami cau§adhih  s a rv a b  sorco bhu tva  ra sa tm a k a b //
Ahaip va i^vanaro  bhutva  prapinaip d e h a m a ^ i ta l ) /  
P rapapSnasam ayuktab pac&myannaip caturvidham /7 Bh.G. 15.13-14.
2) Sarvasya cahaip hpdi sarpn iv is to
m attab  smptirjnanamapohanarp c a /  Bh.G. 15.15.
3) See Minor, op .c it . .  p,427.
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t h i s  chap te r ,  Kpgoa q u i te  unequivocally  a s s e r t s  t h a t  He i s  th e  Supreme Being, 
th e  Great Lord of the  Worlds (lokamahegvara')*' An awed Arjuna asks  Kp$oa to 
recount the  m a n ife s ta t io n s  <v ib h u ti> of  His power, by which He pervades the  
un iverse , though rem aining unchanged Himself (.lokanimanstvarp vyapya ti$ th a sf) , 
so t h a t  he could know and m ed ita te  upon Kp$i?a the  b e t t e r . K
Of th e s e  m an ife s ta t io n s ,  Kpspa proposes only to  recoun t  the  e s s e n t i a l  ones,
fo r  'o f  th e  d e t a i l  t h e r e  i s  no end' (n a s tya n to  v is ta r a sy a ).3 The d iv ine  presence,
Kp§ipa in d ic a te s ,  can be most r e a d i ly  seen  a t  work wherever th e  very b e s t  or
id ea l  p a r t  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  ca tego ry  of th in g s  o r  be ings i s  seen. As Kp§oa p u ts
i t ,  'Whatever has  a mighty n a tu re ,  p ro s p e r i ty  or s t r e n g th ,  unders tand  th a t  t h i s
a r i s e s  from a p a r t i c l e  (only) o f  my energy . '4 Of t h i s  KrSha p rov ides  an
abundance o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s :
0 Guqlake^a, I am th e  so u l  t h a t  ab ides  in the  body o f  a l l  beings. I am the  
beginning, the  middle, and the  end of a l l  beings. (.20) ... Of th e  Adityas I 
am Vi?iju; of heavenly bodies, th e  r a d ia n t  sun. (.21) ... Of the  Vedas I  am 
th e  Sama-Veda\ of the  gods I am Vasava; of th e  s e n se s  I  am th e  mind 
(manas); o f  c r e a tu r e s  I am consciousness  (cetana), (.22) Of th e  Rudras, I am 
^aipkara. (.23) ... Of th e  d a ity a s t I am Prahlada. (.30) ... of r iv e r s  I  am 
th e  Ganges. (.31) ... o f  th o se  who speak out, I am th e  speech. (.32) ... Of 
th o se  who chea t  (at gambling), I  am th e  dicing; o f  th e  e n e rg e t ic ,  I am th e  
energy; I am v ic to ry ,  I am de te rm ina tion , (and) o f  the  courageous I am th e  
courage. (.36) Of th e  Vp?oi's, I  am Vasudeva, (and) of th e  Paiidavas I am 
Arjuna; of s a g es  I am Vyasa. (.37) of th o se  endowed with  knowledge I 
am th e  knowledge. (.38) And what i s  th e  seed of  a l l  beings, 0 Arjuna, I am 
th a t .  So th e r e  i s  not a being, moving o r  s ta t io n a ry ,  t h a t  can e x is t  
w ithout Me. (,39)5
At f i r s t  s ig h t ,  t h e  lo g ic a l  conclusion o f  what we have h e re  i s  the
id e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  God and th e  un iverse , which would c o n s t i t u t e  pure  pantheism.
However, Kp§i>a saves  the  GTtS from t h i s  p o s i t io n  by adding th e  q u a l i f i c a t io n
1) Bh.G. 10.3. 2) Bh.G. 10.16-17. 3) Bh.G. 10.19.
4) Yadyadvibhutimatsattvaip grim adurjitam eva v a /
T a ttadevavagaccha  tvaiji mama t e jo  ahgasaipbhavam// Bh.G. 10.41.
5) Ahamatraa guglakega s a rv a b h u taq a y a s th i ta f r /
Ahamadifca madhyaip ca bhutanam anta  eva c a / /  (20)
Dyutarp chalayatam asm i te ja s te ja sv in am ah am /
Jayo asmi vyavasayo asml sa ttva ip  sa ttv av a tam ah am //  (36)
Yaccapl sarvabhutanaip  bijaip tadaham arjuna/
Na t a d a s t i  v in a  yatsyanm aya bhutaip c a ra c a ra m //  (39) Bh.G. 10.20,36,39.
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t h a t  he perm eates  th e  u n iv e rse  w ith  but a 's in g le  p a r t '  (ekari^a) of H im self,1 
U ltim ate ly  the  G lia ’s p o s i t io n  i s  not t h a t  a l l  i s  God, but t h a t  a l l  i s  in God. 
N ever the less ,  th e  consequence rem ains t h a t  th e  u n iv e rse  i s  e f f e c t i v e ly  swallowed 
up in God.
The same f a t e  a p p l ie s  to  phenomenal beings. For in s tan ce ,  in th e  above 
l i s t i n g  we a re  to ld  th a t  Kr§i?a i s  th e  beginning, middle and end o f  a l l  
c re a tu re s ;  and t h e i r  mind and consc iousness  and speech as  well, Kp?pa i s  
s p e c i f ic a l ly  id e n t i f i e d  a s  Arjuna amongst Pa^uju's sons, and a s  Vyasa -  th e  
pu rpo rted  a u th o r  o f  th e  Mahabharata -  amongst sages. S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  Kp?ha i s  
id e n t i f ie d  as  th e  d ic ing  of th o se  who cheat, which in t h e  con tex t  of  the  
Mahabharata must mean th a t  th e  f ra u d u le n t  game of  d ice  t h a t  l o s t  Y udh i? th ira  
h i s  kingdom and led to  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  God's enemies was a p roduct of the  
m an ife s ta t io n  of th e  d iv ine  power in th e  un iverse , and not of  th e  m eaningful 
a c t io n s  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  p a r t i c ip a n ts .  Also, v ic to ry , de te rm ina tion , and courage 
a re  a t t r i b u t e d  to  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  the  d iv ine  immanence, and not to  th e  r e a l  
and m eaningful a c t io n s  o f  th e  in d iv id u a ls  involved. The same i s  th e  case  w ith  
the  knowledge o f  the  wise, which i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  g iven th e  im portance a t t r i b u t e d  
to  Jhana fo r  in d iv id u a l  sa lv a t io n .  And as  th e  'seed ' <b ija ) o f  a l l  beings, Kp§pa 
i s  t h e i r  o r ig in  and t h e i r  very essence . The ind iv idual,  then, could not e x is t  
u n le ss  indw elt by Kp^ija, no t j u s t  a s  th e  soul, but a lso  by Kp$i?a a s  the  
immanent d iv ine  power, In th e  end, th e r e  i s  no th ing  l e f t  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  a s  a 
d i s t i n c t  and r e a l  e n t i ty ,  l e t  a lone a f r e e  one.
Given t h a t  P rakpti and Puru?a to g e th e r  form th e  body o f  God, th e re  could be 
cause  fo r  wondering w hether i t  i s  not su p e rf lu o u s  to  t a l k  a t  a l l  of ind iv idua l  
freedom in th e  G ita. However, th e  s i t u a t i o n  can be viewed from ano the r  angle.
1) Bh.G. 10.42.
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The a c tu a l  p r in c ip le  in  th e  G ita  i s  un i ty  in d iv e r s i ty .  Thus th e r e  i s  un i ty  in 
th a t  P rakrti and Puru$a a re  p a r t s  o f  God, but d iv e r s i t y  in t h a t  they  a re  
s e p a ra te ,  r e a l  and d i s t i n c t  p a r t s  of God. They a re  not God in His completeness.
In fac t ,  Kp?na s e t s  th e  ground r u le s  fo r  a cu rious  d iv ine  game (the purpose of 
which i s  never  exp la ined) in which one p a r t  o f  Him ( the  atman or sou l)  i s  to  be 
f reed  from a n o th e r  p a r t  of Him (Nature, i.e. th e  psychosom atic body) and to  
r e tu r n  to  i t s  source , th e  S u p e rn a tu ra l  P e rso n a l i ty  o f  God.
To t h i s  e x te n t ,  then, we may consider  th e  deg ree  o f  freedom of the  p a r t s  
w ith in  th e  con tex t  o f  th e  whole. Of th e s e  'p a r t s '  i t  i s  f a i r  to  say th a t  th e  
G it a* s concern i s  d e f in i t e ly  more with th e  s p i r i t u a l  s id e  o f  man than  the  
m ate ria l .  T herefore , i t  i s  not s u rp r i s in g  th a t  on th e  problem of a c t io n  and 
freedom, th e  G i ta ’s  views a re  much more c o n s is te n t ly  and c lo se ly  thought ou t on 
th e  p o s i t io n  o f  the  s o u l  (S p ir i t )  than on th e  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  phenomenal 
ind iv idua l  (Nature). The soul,  th e  G ita  i n s i s t s ,  does no t and cannot ac t ,  and 
l ikew ise  i t  i s  e t e r n a l ly  free .  The fa c t  t h a t  I t  appears  to  ac t,  and to  be bonded 
and l im ited , i s  merely th e  g r e a t e s t  de lu s ion  of  a l l .  In i t s  e ssence  th e  so u l  Is  
immutable, l im i t l e s s  and f ree .
The G i ta ’s  p o s i t io n  on th e  phenomenal in d iv id u a l  a s  a f r e e  agent i s  f a r  
l e s s  c lea r .  W rit ten  a t  a  tim e when many accep ted  b e l i e f s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s  were 
under s e r io u s  q u e s t io n  and challenge, th e  G ita  a t te m p ts  to  m edia te  amongst a 
wide range o f  b e l i e f s  to  e s t a b l i s h  a b roader  and more a t t r a c t i v e  r e l i g io u s  b a s is  
fo r  orthodoxy, T herefore , th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  G it5  a t te m p ts  to  marry to g e th e r  
many contemporary b e l i e f s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s  -  r e in t e r p r e t e d  a s  n ecessa ry  ~ the  
common denominator being t h a t  a l l  a re  subo rd ina ted  to  th e  might and m ajesty  of 
th e  G ita ’s  p e rso n a l  God. I t  would be too much to  expect t h a t  such an e x e rc is e  
would be uniform ly s u c c e s s fu l ,  and th e  problem of th e  n a tu r e  o f  human ac tion  
and human freedom i s  c e r t a in ly  one o f  th e  G it S's l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l  p a r t s .  While 
th e  G ita  a t t e m p ts  to  blend to g e th e r  th e  emphasis o f  jnSnayoga and karmayoga on 
human a c t io n  and freedom w ith  th e  emphasis o f  bhaktiyoga  on s a lv a t io n  through
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God’s  g race , t h i s  compromise i s  endangered by th e  G i ta ’s obvious p re fe re n c e  fo r  
bhaktlyoga  alone. Whatsraore, th e  Gi t a  endangers even th e  p o s i t io n  o f  bhaktlyoga, 
with i t s  l im ite d  emphasis on human a c t io n  and freedom, by so bu ild ing  up the 
p o s i t io n  of  i t s  p e rso n a l  God t h a t  i t  d e s t ro y s  any p o s i t io n  l e f t  fo r  man.
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C o n c lu s io n
The i n t e n t i o n  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  has  been  to  t r a c e  i n  I n d i a ’ s g r e a t  e p i c ,  
t h e  Mahabharata, th e  deve lopm en t o f  c e r t a i n  fu n d a m e n ta l  i d e a s  c o n c e rn in g  
one o f  t h e  most p e r s i s t e n t  c o n c e rn s  o f  In d ia n  th o u g h t ,  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  human 
a c t i o n .  As su c h ,  i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  n o t e ,  th e  t h e s i s  i s  an e x e r c i s e  n o t  
i n  p h i lo s o p h y  o r  In d o lo g y  b u t  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  i d e a s .  However, th e  a p p ro ach  
ad o p te d  i n  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  b e s t  c o n s id e r e d  i n  t h e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  a p p ro ach  
o f  W estern  s c h o l a r s h i p  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  Mahabharata.
For such  g r e a t  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  S a n s k r i t  s c h o l a r s  a s  Bopp, L a sse n ,  
th e  H oltzm anns, O ld e n b e rg ,  Dahlmann, Ludwig, Weber, S o re n se n ,  B d h le r ,  von 
S c h ro e d e r ,  W in t e r n i t z  and Hopkins q u e s t i o n s  c o n c e r n in g  t h e  o r i g i n s  and 
developm ent o f  t h e  Mahabharata were o f  much l e a r n e d  i n t e r e s t  and seem in g ly  
p e r e n n i a l  d e b a te .  V a r io u s  t h e o r i e s  were ev o lv e d  t o  answ er t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  
and th e y  may be c o n s id e r e d  u n d e r  t h r e e  b ro ad  h e a d in g s .  The most w id e ly  
a c c e p te d  was th e  s o - c a l l e d  ’a n a l y t i c a l 1 t h e o r y ,  p e rh a p s  m ost a r t i c u l a t e l y  
p u t  by E. Washburn H opk ins .  What m ost s t r u c k  many e a r l y  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  o f  
th e  Mahabharata was th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  r e c o n c i l i n g  th e  s t r i c t l y  e p ic  p o r t i o n s  
w i th  th e  v a s t  mass o f  l o o s e l y  a t t a c h e d  d i d a c t i c  and m o ra l  m a t e r i a l .  H opkins , 
e s p e c i a l l y ,  c a r e f u l l y  a n a ly s e d  what th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  a c t u a l l y  had to  s a y ,  
and im p re sse d  by th e  g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  d i c t i o n ,  m e t e r ,  la n g u a g e ,  tone  
and id e a s  to  be found  i n  th e  t e x t ,  he p e r s u a s i v e l y  c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  th e  
Mahabharata was a c o m p i la t io n  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  v a r i o u s  l a y e r s  t h a t  had been  
g r a f t e d  o v e r  th e  c e n t u r i e s  on to  what was o r i g i n a l l y  a c o m p a r a t iv e ly  s m a l l  
b u t  t r u e  e p ic  c o re .
In  th e  c o u rs e  o f  t im e ,  H o p k in s ’ v iew s and m ethods have  come to  be 
w id e ly  a c c e p te d  by W este rn  s c h o l a r s h i p .  A few b r a v e  s c h o l a r s ,  such  as  
S o re n se n ,  made e f f o r t s  t o  a c t u a l l y  ’ r e c o n s t r u c t ’ t h e  o r i g i n a l  Epic poem, 
w h i le  Hopkins and o t h e r s  were more c o n te n t  w i th  th e  t a s k  o f  t r y i n g  to  
e s t a b l i s h  s a t i s f a c t o r y  o b j e c t i v e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  a s c e r t a i n i n g  th e  d i f f e r e n t  
l a y e r s .  W hile S o r e n s e n 's  e f f o r t  was no doubt h o p e l e s s l y  m is g u id e d ,  th e  
same ca n n o t  be s a i d  f o r  t h e  e f f o r t  to  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  i n t e r n a l  h i s t o r y  o f  
th e  Mahabharata -  f o r  t h e  t e x t  u n d e n ia b ly  does have a h i s t o r y .  However, 
o b j e c t i v e  c r i t e r i a  have  p ro v ed  e l u s i v e ,  and r e s u l t s  re m a in  i n  th e  rea lm  
o f  s p e c u l a t i o n .  The t a s k  has  p roved  l a r g e l y  i n s u p e r a b l e .
A second  th e o r y  to  e x p l a i n  t h e  o r i g i n s  and deve lopm en t o f  th e  Epic 
was th e  s o - c a l l e d  ' i n v e r s i o n ’ t h e o r y  p roposed  by th e  German Adolph H o l t z -  
mann, who was i n t r i g u e d  by th e  a p p a re n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  t h a t  i n  th e  g r e a t  
b a t t l e  i t  i s  th e  Pandavas who a r e  p rone  to  p r a c t i s e  d e c e i t  and f r a u d ,
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w h ile  th e  K auravas  f i g h t  i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  th e  a c c e p te d  r u l e s  o f  b a t t l e .  
Pu t s im p ly ,  Holtzm ann a rg u e d  t h a t  i n  th e  c o re  Epic  t h e  Kurus and  n o t  th e  
Pandavas were th e  h e r o e s ,  b u t  s u b s e q u e n t ly ,  as  th e  s t o r y  grew i n  p o p u l a r i t y  
d e s c e n d a n ts  o f  t h e  v i c t o r i o u s  Pandavas commanded t h e i r  c o u r t  b a rd s  to  r e ­
w r i t e  th e  s t o r y .  T ra c e s  o f  th e  o l d e r  p a r t i a l i t y  f o r  th e  K a u ra s ,  Holtzm ann 
a rg u e d ,  were s t i l l  r e f l e c t e d  i n  th e  v i l l a i n y  o f  th e  Pandavas  i n  b a t t l e ,  
and th e  d e c e i t  and c u n n in g  o f  K rsna .  W hile o t h e r  s c h o l a r s  d id  r e f i n e  th e  
t h e o r y ,  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  rem a in s  t h a t  i t  r a i s e s  more p rob lem s th a n  i t  s o l v e s ,  
and th e  th e o r y  h a s  been  l a r g e l y  abandoned .
A t h i r d  a p p ro a c h  was th e  ’one a u t h o r '  t h e o ry  f i r s t  p ro p o se d  by th e  
J e s u i t  p r i e s t  J o s e p h  Dahlmann, who a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  M ahabharata  i n  i t s  
r e c e iv e d  form was th e  u n i f i e d  work o f  a  s i n g l e  i n s p i r e d  b a rd  who rew orked  
e x i s t i n g  l e g e n d s ,  m y th s ,  lawbooks and p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a c t s  i n t o  one 
immense e p ic  w i th  th e  aim o f  p r o v id in g  i n  a p o p u la r  form s u i t a b l e  s t a n d a r d s  
o f  law and c o n d u c t  (dharma) f o r  th e  m asse s .  Thus, th e  main p u rp o se  o f  th e  
Ep ic  b a rd  was d i d a c t i c ,  and i n  D ahlm ann 's  v iew  th e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  feud  
be tw een  th e  K auravas  and th e  Pandavas was n o t  h i s t o r i c a l l y  a u t h e n t i c  b u t  
a sym bo lic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e  b a t t l e  betw een good and e v i l .  I g n o r in g  
as  i t  does th e  v e ry  s t r i k i n g  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  s t y l e ,  l a n g u a g e ,  and v e r s i f i c ­
a t i o n  i n  th e  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  th e  M ahabharata and th e  c o u n t l e s s  c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n s  w i t h i n  th e  t e x t ,  th e  t h e o r y  was f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  g r e e t e d  w i th  
u t t e r  d i s b e l i e f .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  Dahlmann’ s a t t e m p t  to  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  
work as  a w h o le ,  i n s t e a d  o f  d i s s e c t i n g  i t  i n t o  i t s  p a r t s ,  h a s  drawn th e  
a p p ro v a l  o f  I n d i a n  s c h o l a r s ,  even i f  th e y  concede th e  u n t e n a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  
c o n c lu s i o n s .  Thus S u k th a n k a r  commends Dahlmann’ s e f f o r t s  f o r  showing 
' t h a t  th e  r e l a t i o n  be tw een  th e  n a r r a t i v e  and th e  d i d a c t i c  m a t t e r  i n  o u r  
e p ic  was d e f i n i t e l y  n o t  o f  a c a s u a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  was i n t e n t i o n a l  and 
p u r p o s iv e ,  c o n c lu d in g  th e r e f r o m  t h a t  i t  was im p o s s ib le  to  s e p a r a t e  th e  
two e le m e n ts  w i th o u t  d e s t r o y i n g  o r  m u t i l a t i n g  th e  poem'.'*'
However, from b e in g  a p r i n c i p a l  s u b j e c t  of  academ ic  c o n c e rn  l a s t  
c e n t u r y ,  th e  M ahabharata , as  P r o f e s s o r  van  B u i te n e n  n o t e s ,  h a s  come to
1) See S u k th a n k a r ,  o p . c i t . ,  p p . 20 -21 , a l s o  D andekar, o p . c i t . ,  p p . 266 -67 . 
The v iew s and t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e s e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  s c h o l a r s  a r e  
c r i t i c a l l y  d i s c u s s e d  in  V .S . S u k th a n k a r ,  On th e  Meaning o f  th e  Maha­
b h a r a t a , p p . 1 -31 ; B.A. van  N ooten , The M a h a b h a ra ta , p p . 4 3 -4 6 ;  ’The 
M ah ab h a ra ta :  O r ig in  and G row th’ , i n  R.N. D andekar, E x e r c i s e s  in  I n -  
d o lo g y , p p . 266-276 ; and G .J .  H e ld ,  The M ahA bhara ta : An E t h n o l o g i c a l  
S tu d y , p p . 1-34 .
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form Ta c o n sp ic u o u s  h i a t u s  i n  W estern  s c h o l a r s h i p '  ^ f o r  th e  b u lk  o f  th e
c e n tu r y .  There  a r e  v a r i o u s  r e a s o n s  why t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu r y  s c h o l a r s  have
p roved  so c h a ry  o f  s tu d y in g  th e  M ahabharata. P e rh ap s  t h e  fo re m o s t  r e a s o n s
a r e  t h e  enormous s c a l e  o f  th e  t e x t  and i t s  c o m p l ic a te d  m u l t i f o rm  c h a r a c t e r .
As van  B u i te n e n  w r i t e s :
. . .  th e  t e x t  i s  so d i s m a l ly  i n t r a c t a b l e .  I t s  s h e e r  s i z e  i s  r e a l l y  
f o r b i d d i n g .  I t  was t h e  r a r e  s c h o l a r  who c o n f i d e n t l y  commanded th e  
w h o l e . . .  anyone who r e a l l y  w ished  to  d e lv e  i n t o  The Mahubhurata had 
to  r e s i g n  h im s e l f  to  f i v e  y e a r s  o r  so s im p ly  to  f a m i l i a r i z e  h im s e l f  
w i th  i t ,  and w i th  f a r  from c e r t a i n  r e s u l t s . ^
A cco rd ing  to  H e ld ,  i t  i s  n o t  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  m agn itude  o f  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f
w hich i s  i n  th e  b e g in n in g  th e  main o b s t a c l e :
I t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  p e c u l i a r  c o m p o s i t io n  o f  t h e  w ork , c o n s i s t i n g  
o f  a lm o s t  100 ,000 ^ lo k a s , t h a t  makes i t  so uncommonly d i f f i c u l t .  At 
f i r s t  s i g h t  i t  seems to  be a b i z a r r e  a c c u m u la t io n  o f  a l l  s o r t s  o f  
h e te ro g e n e o u s  e le m e n ts ,  w i t n e s s i n g  o n ly  to  an  a lm o s t  m orb id  mania 
f o r  : c o l l e c t i n g ,  a t  l e a s t  i f  i t  d id  n o t  som etim es s t r i k e  us a s  b e in g  
so a r t l e s s  and sim ple.-*
The c o m p le t io n  o f  a C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n  has  a t  l e a s t  im proved th e  p rom ise
o f  r e s u l t s ,  even i f  t h e  s c a l e  o f  th e  u n d e r t a k in g  rem a in s  d a u n t in g .
A no ther  d i f f i c u l t y  was t h a t  m ost W estern  S a n s k r i t  s c h o l a r s  came to  
t h e  a r e a  from a background  i n  c l a s s i c a l  s t u d i e s  and p h i l o l o g y .  T h is  
p r e d i s p o s e d  them tow ards  a s tu d y  o f  t h e  Vedic t e x t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  
what th e y  r e v e a l e d  a b o u t  e a r l y  Indo -E uropean  th o u g h t ,  l i t e r a t u r e  and 
l a n g u a g e ;  o r  tow ards  Buddhism w h ich ,  w i th  i t s  more h i s t o r i c a l  and p h i l ­
o s o p h ic a l  d im e n s io n ,  was b e t t e r  a t t u n e d  to  t h e  W estern  m ind. By c o n t r a s t ,  
t h e  E p ic s  (n o t  t o  sp e ak  o f  th e  Puranas and T a n tr a s ) d id  n o t  conform  to  any 
o f  th e  a c c e p te d  W estern  l i t e r a r y  c a t e g o r i e s ,  l e t  a lo n e  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  
c r i t i c a l  s t a n d a r d s .  The M ahabharata  was n o t  a p u r e l y  r e l i g i o u s  work no r  
an  Epic  i n  th e  Homeric s e n s e ,  n o r  a  romance, n o r  a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r e a t i s e ,  
a l th o u g h  i t  d id  c o n t a i n  a l l  t h e s e  forms and more. And by W estern  s t a n d a r d s ,  
I n d i a ' s  g r e a t  Epic  seemed am orphous, d i s o r g a n i s e d ,  u n h i s t o r i c a l ,  overgrow n 
w i th  i n t e r p o l a t i o n s ,  and f a t a l l y  c o r r u p te d  w i th  B rah m an ica l  r e v i s i o n s .
C r i t i c s  have v a r i o u s l y  r e f e r r e d  to  t h e  M ahabharata a s  a ' l i t e r a r y  j u n g l e ' ,
, 4a l i t e r a r y  m o n s t r o s i t y  . O ldenberg  r e f l e c t s  th e  p r e v a i l i n g  judgem ent
1) J .A .B .  van  B u i te n e n  ( t r a n s . ) ,  The M ah ab h a ra ta , v o l .  1, p .x x x v .
2) I b i d . ,  p .x x x iv .
3) H e ld ,  o p . c i t . , p . l .
4) van  N ooten , o p . c i t . ,  p . 2.
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as  f o l l o w s :  ’The Mahabharata began  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  a s  a s im p le  e p ic
n a r r a t i v e .  I t  became, i n  c o u rs e  o f  c e n t u r i e s ,  th e  most m onstrous  c h a o s . ’
Most W estern  c r i t i c s ,  w r i t e s  V.S. S u k th a n k a r ,  ’have u n i fo r m ly  f e l t  and
e x h i b i t e d  a c h a r a c t e r i s i c  u n e a s in e s s  -  I  may say  h e l p l e s s n e s s  -  when
fa c e d  w i th  t h e  -  to  them u n n a t u r a l  -  phenomenon o f  an avowedly n a r r a t i v e
poem i n  w hich  th e  ’m o r a l ’ , so to  s a y ,  i s  n e a r l y  f o u r  t im e s  as  lo n g  as 
2
th e  s t o r y  i t s e l f . ’
W hile n i n e t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  s c h o l a r s  r e a c t e d  by t r y i n g  to  d i s s e c t  th e
Mahabharata i n t o  i t s  e a r l y  and l a t e r  l a y e r s  i n  s e a r c h  o f  th e  e l u s i v e
o r i g i n a l  E p ic ,  am ongst t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu r y  s c h o l a r s  t h e r e  seems to  have
been an a lm o s t  s i l e n t  judgem ent t h a t  t h e  p o p u la r  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  H induism
i s  n o t  r e a l l y  w o r th y  o f  s tu d y  compared to  th e  Vedic l i t e r a t u r e  and Hindu
3
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  w orks .  There  can be l i t t l e  doub t t h a t ,  g iv e n  th e  p l a c e  
i t  o c c u p ie s  i n  th e  v iew  o f  th e  Hindu b e l i e v e r ,  s u r p r i s i n g l y  l i t t l e  e f f o r t  
has  been  made to  a n a ly s e  th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  Mahabharata as a whole f o r  
what i t  r e v e a l s  a b o u t  th e  deve lopm ent and th e  c e n t r a l  i d e a s  o f  th e  Hindu 
t r a d i t i o n .  C e r t a i n  p a r t s ,  such  a s  th e  BhagaVadgZta. and th e  Nala and 
g a k u n ta la  s t o r i e s  have  been  e x t r a c t e d  and g iv e n  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n .  But 
t h i s  i s  t o  f r a g m e n t iz e  th e  E p ic ,  and t a c i t l y  to  adm it  t h a t  s tu d y  o f  t h e  
work a s  a  whole was e i t h e r  to o  fo rm id a b le  o r  was n o t  w o r th  th e  e f f o r t .
A d m i t te d ly ,  s i n c e  th e  Second World War t h e r e  has  been  a c e r t a i n
r e v i v a l  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  s tu d y  o f  th e  Mahabharata among W estern  s c h o l a r s
-  b u t  th e  s c a l e  rem a in s  l i m i t e d .  Thus i n  1947 th e  Swedish s c h o l a r  S t i g
Wikander a p p l i e d  Georges D um ez il’ s t r i - f u n c t i o n a l  c a t e g o r i s a t i o n  o f  In d o -
4European r e l i g i o n  and s o c i e t y  to  th e  Mahabharata, th e  r e s u l t s  o f  w hich  
have been  p u b l i s h e d  i n  h i s  m u l t i -v o lu m e  My the et epopee.  ^ However,, i t  
may be s u g g e s te d  t h a t ,  f a r  from  l i s t e n i n g  to  what th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  had  to
1) C i te d  i n  S u k th a n k a r ,  o p . c i t . ,  p . l .
2) I b i d . , p . 4.
3) See D. K i n s le y ,  Hindu G oddesses:  V is io n s  o f  th e  D iv in e  Fem inine i n  - 
th e  Hindu R e l ig i o u s  T r a d i t i o n , p . 3 .
4) S t i g  W ikander, 1Pandavasagen  och M ahabhara ta  m y th is k a  f d r u t s H n n i g e r ’ 
i n  R e l i g i o n  och  B i b e l , v o l .6  (1 947 ) .
5) v o l . 1 : L ’ i d e o l o g i e  des  t r o i s  f o n c t i o n s  dans l e s  epopees  des p e u p le s  
i n d o -e u r o p e e n s  (1 9 6 8 );  v o l . 2: Types e p iq u e s  i n d o -e u r o p e e n s :  un h e r o s , 
un s o r c i e r ,  un r o i  (1 9 7 1 ) .  For a d i s c u s s i o n  o f  th e  v iew s o f  D um ezil, 
and h i s  f o l l o w e r s  and c r i t i c s ,  se e  C. S c o t t  L i t t l e t o n ,  The New Com­
p a r a t i v e  M ythology: An A n th r o p o lo g ic a l  A ssessm ent o f  th e  T h e o r ie s  o f  
Georges D um 6zil .
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s a y ,  t h i s  ap p ro a c h  im poses d u b io u s  c o n c e p ts  w hich add l i t t l e  o r  n o th in g  
to  ou r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  of  th e  m a t e r i a l .
More r e c e n t l y ,  two American s c h o l a r s ,  A lf  H i l t e b e i t e l  and J .  Bruce 
Long, have chosen  to  c o n c e n t r a t e  on th e  Mahabharata, p u b l i s h i n g  v a r i o u s  
s t u d i e s  on d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t s  o f  th e  work. But H i l t e b e i t e l ,  a t  l e a s t ,  
o f t e n  seems more i n t e n t  on u s in g  th e  Epic  as  a t e s t i n g  ground f o r  
D u m e z i l 's  c a te g o r ie s . '* '
Some F rench  s c h o la r s  have a l s o  shown a renew ed i n t e r e s t  i n  q u e s t i o n s  
c o n c e rn in g  th e  o r i g i n  and deve lopm en t o f  th e  E p ic .  The most d i s t i n c t i v e  
f e a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  ap p ro a c h  i s  th e  a ssu m p tio n  t h a t  th e  Mahabharata as  a 
whole c o n s t i t u t e s  one g i g a n t i c  myth and sh o u ld  be so t r e a t e d .  Con­
s e q u e n t l y ,  th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  work has been  to  r e v i v e  i n t e r e s t  i n  
h o l i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  In  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  th e y  have e i t h e r  f o r g o t t e n  
o r  ch o sen  to  i g n o re  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  d im ens ion  o f  t h e  t e x t .  M adele ine
B ia rd e a u ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a d v i s e s  t h a t  we must r e s i s t  any 'h y p o th e s e s
2
d 'o r d r e  h i s t o r i q u e ' .  A rgu ing  t h a t  a l l  v e r s i o n s  o f  m yths found i n  th e
Mahabharata a r e  s im u l ta n e o u s  and must be i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  c o n c e r t ,  P r o f e s s o r
B ia rd e a u  has  c a l l e d  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  th e  whole r a t i o n a l e  o f  th e  C r i t i c a l  
3E d i t i o n  w hich aims ' t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  the oldest form of the text which it 
» * Z|.
is possible to reach, on t h e  b a s i s  o f  th e  m a n u s c r ip t  m a t e r i a l  a v a i l a b l e ' ;
a  s tu p e n d o u s  l a b o u r  which r e t u r n s  us t o  a t e x t  o f  a b o u t  th e  s i x t h  
5
c e n tu r y  A.D.
1) See J .  Bruce Long, 'L i f e  Out o f  D eath :  A S t r u c t u r a l  A n a ly s is  o f  th e  
Myth o f  th e  "C hurn ing  o f  t h e  Ocean o f  M i lk " 1, i n  B .L . Smith ( e d . ) ,  
H induism : New E ssays  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  R e l ig io n s  and 'The C oncepts  
o f  Human A c t io n  and R e b i r t h  i n  th e  Mahn.bhu.ratai n  W.D. O 'F l a h e r t y  
( e d . ) ,  Karma and R e b i r t h  i n  C l a s s i c a l  In d ia n  T r a d i t i o n s , p p . 38 -60 .
A. H i l t e b e i t e l ,  'The M ahabhara ta  and Hindu E s c h a to lo g y ' ,  H i s to r y  o f  
R e l i g i o n s , v o l . 12 (1 9 7 2 );  'N ahusa  i n  th e  S k ie s :  A Human King o f  
H e a v e n ' ,  H i s to r y  o f  R e l i g i o n s , v o l . 16 (1 9 7 6 );  ' g i v a ,  th e  Goddess,
and th e  D is g u is e s  o f  th e  Pandavas and D rau p ad T ',  H i s to r y  o f  R e l i g i o n s , 
v o l . 20 (19 8 0 );  'The Two K rsnas  on One C h a r io t :  U p a n is a d ic  Im agery and 
Epic  M ytho logy1, H i s to r y  o f  R e l i g i o n s , v o l . 24 (1 9 8 4 ) ;  'The B urn ing  
o f  t h e  Khlndava F o r e s t ' ,  i n  Smith ( e d . ) ,  o p . c i t . , ;  The R i t u a l  o f  
B a t t l e :  K rsna i n  th e  M ahabhara ta  (1976).
2) M. B ia rd e a u ,  'C o n fe re n c e  de M adele ine  B ia r d e a u ’ , A n n u a i r e , v o l . 7 ( 1 9 ) ,  
p . 170, c i t e d  i n  J .A .B .  van  B u i te n e n ,  The M a h a b h a ra ta , v o l . 3, p . 143.
3) M. B ia rd e a u ,  'Some more c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  a b o u t  t e x t u a l  c r i t i c i s m ' ,
P u r a n a , v o l . x ,  n o . 2 (1 9 6 8 ) ,  and 'The S to ry  o f  A r ju n a  K a r t a v i r y a  w i t h -  
ou r  R e c o n s t r u c t i o n 1, P u r i n a ,  v o l . x i i ,  n o . 2 (1 9 7 0 ) .  See th e  r e s p o n s e  
by V.M. B edekar,  ' P r i n c i p l e s  o f  M ahdbhdrata t e x t u a l  c r i t i s m :  th e  need  
f o r  a r e s t a t e m e n t ' ,  P u r i n a , v o l . 11 (1 969 ) ,  p t . 2 ;  and th e  d i s c u s s i o n  by 
J .A .B .  B u i te n e n  ( t r a n s .  and e d . ) ,  The M a h a b h a ra ta , v o l . 3 , p p . 142-54.
4) V .S . S u k th a n k a r ,  'P r o le g o m e n a ' ,  The A d ip a rv a n , p . l x x x v i .  ( I t a l i c s  i n  
o r i g i n a l . )
5) See van  B u i te n e n ,  The M a h a b h a ra ta , v o l . 3 , p . 151.
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Having rev ie w e d  th e  v e ry  c h e c k e re d  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  M ahabharata i n  
W estern  s c h o l a r s h i p ,  we may now r e t u r n  to  th e  a p p ro a c h  t a k e n  i n  t h i s  
t h e s i s .  To b e g in  w i t h ,  t h e  t h e s i s  i s  u n d e rp in n e d  by c e r t a i n  im p o r ta n t  
p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s .
The f i r s t  i s  t h a t  a  b a la n c e d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  t h e  developm ent o f  th e  
Hindu t r a d i t i o n  c a n n o t  be o b t a in e d  w i th o u t  t a k i n g  f u l l  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  
e v id e n c e  o f  th e  Mahabharata. The weakness i n  W este rn  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a b o u t  
th e  Mahabharata as  a  l i t e r a r y  work, and p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  d i s s e c t i n g  th e  
t e x t  i n  s e a r c h  o f  i t s  o r i g i n s ,  i s  t h a t  i t  h a s  more th a n  s to o d  th e  t e s t  
o f  t im e i n  i t s  hom eland . A d m itte d ly  I n d i a ’ s lo v e  o f  t h e  work th ro u g h o u t  
th e  c e n t u r i e s ,  and i t s  im p o r ta n c e  i n  th e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n ,  have n o t  gone 
u n n o t ic e d  amongst W este rn  c r i t i c s .  Thus O ldenberg  who, a s  we saw above, 
had pronounced  th e  E p ic  to  be a c h a o s ,  s t i l l  f e l t  t h a t  ' i n  th e  Mahabharata 
b r e a t h e s  th e  u n i t e d  s o u l s  o f  I n d i a ,  and th e  i n d i v i d u a l  s o u l s  o f  h e r  p e o p l e 1 
S t i l l ,  most W este rn  s c h o l a r s  have c o n t in u e d  to  v iew  th e  E pic  th ro u g h  
W estern  e y e s ,  i g n o r i n g  th e  way i t  i s  se en  i n  i t s  hom eland . As V.S. 
S u k th a n k a r ,  t h e  e d i t o r  o f  th e  C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n ,  c o m p la in s :
I s  i t  n o t  p a s s i n g  s t r a n g e  t h a t ,  n o t w i th s t a n d i n g  th e  r e p e a t e d  and 
dogged a t t e m p t s  o f  W este rn  s a v a n t s  to  d e m o n s t ra te  t h a t  ou r  Mahabharata 
i s  b u t  an u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  c o n g lo m e ra te  o f  d i s j o i n t e d  p i e c e s ,  w i th o u t  
any m eaning a s  a  w h o le ,  t h e  e p ic  sh o u ld  a lw ays  have  o c c u p ie d  i n  I n d ia n  
a n t i q u i t y  an em inen t  p o s i t i o n  and u n i fo rm ly  e n jo y e d  th e  h i g h e s t  r e ­
p u t a t i o n ?  I t  was u s e d ,  we a r e  t o l d ,  a s  a book o f  e d u c a t io n  f o r  th e  
young B a n a 's  t im e ,  l i k e  t h e  I l i a d  i n  H e l l e n i c  G re e ce .  I t  has  i n s p i r e d  
th e  p o e ts  and d r a m a t i s t s  o f  I n d i a  as  a q u a r r y  f o r  t h e i r  p l o t s  and 
i d e a s .  I t  h a s  a t t r a c t e d  i n  t h e  p a s t  c e l e b r a t e d  I n d i a n  p h i lo s o p h e r s  
l i k e  A carya ^amkara and K u m lr i la ,  famous I n d i a n  s a i n t s  l i k e  J n a n e s v a r  
and Ramdas, and d i s t i n g u i s h e d  I n d ia n  r u l e r s  l i k e  Akbar and S h i v a j i .
T h is  Epic o f  t h e  B h a r a ta s  had m oreover p e n e t r a t e d  t o  th e  f a r t h e s t  
e x t r e m i t i e s  o f  G r e a te r  I n d i a .  I t  had conque red  n o t  o n ly  Burma and 
Siam, b u t  even  th e  d i s t a n t  i s l a n d s  o f  J a v a  and B a l i .  The im m orta l  
s t o r i e s  o f  t h i s  e p i c  have  been  c a rv e d  on th e  w a l l s  o f  th e  tem p les  o f  
t h e s e  p e o p le s  by t h e i r  s c u l p t o r s ,  p a in t e d  on t h e i r  c a n v a s s e s  by t h e i r  
a r t i s t s ,  a c t e d  i n  t h e  wayangs o f  t h e i r  showmen. What i s  more rem ark ­
a b le  s t i l l  i s  t h a t  t h i s  e p ic  -  a lo n g  w i th  th e  Ramayana -  i s  s t i l l  
l i v i n g  and th r o b b in g  i n  th e  l i v e s  o f  th e  I n d i a n  p e o p le  -  n o t  m ere ly  
o f  th e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a ,  b u t  a l s o  of th e  i l l i t e r a t e  and i n a r t i c u l a t e  
m asses  . . .  The g rand  le g e n d s  o f  th e  G re a t  War a r e  even now r e c i t e d  
and expounded i n  k i n g s '  p a la c e s  and i n  p e a s a n t s '  h u t s  to  an e n r a p t u r e d  
a u d ie n c e . ^
1) C i te d  i n  D andekar,  o p . c i t . ,  p . 265.
2) S u k th a n k a r ,  o p . c i t . ,  p . 29.
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The im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  E p ics  t o r  I n d ia n s  o f  a l l  c a t e g o r i e s  i s  a f a c t  t h a t  
i s  p e rh a p s  too  e a s i l y  s e t  a s i d e  o r  d i s c o u n te d  amongst W este rn  s c h o l a r s .
Here we may f u r t h e r  c i t e  th e  v iew s o f  R.N. Dandekar, a l a t e r  e d i t o r  of 
th e  G r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n  o f  t h e  M ahabharata. Dandekar m a i n ta i n s  t h a t  d e s p i t e  
th e  t h e o r e t i c a l  im p o r ta n c e  o f  t h e  Vedas
th e  l i t e r a r y  works w hich have  l e f t  an a b id in g  i m p r in t  on th e  s o c io ­
r e l i g i o u s  l i f e  s p o n s o re d  by Hinduism , a r e  n o t  so much th e  Veda a s  
th e  p o p u la r  e p i c s .  Even, among t h e s e  p o p u la r  e p i c s ,  i f  t h e r e  i s  any 
one s i n g l e  work w hich has  p ro v ed  to  be o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  s i g n i f i c a n c e  
i n  th e  making o f  t h e  l i f e  and th o u g h t  o f  th e  I n d i a n  p e o p le  and whose 
t r a d i t i o n  c o n t in u e s  to  l i v e  even to  t h i s  day and i n f l u e n c e s ,  i n  one 
way o r  a n o th e r ,  th e  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  I n d ia n  l i f e ,  i t  i s  th e  Maha- 
b h a r a ta , th e  g r e a t  n a t i o n a l  e p ic  o f  I n d i a . ^
We may t h e r e f o r e  f u l l y  a g re e  w i th  van  B u i te n e n  -  whose sy m p a th ie s  
f o r  th e  t e x t  can n o t  be d o ub ted  -  when he w r i t e s  t h a t  1W este rn  e r u d i t i o n  
a b o u t  th e  c o u rs e  o f  I n d ia n  c i v i l i s a t i o n  i s  q u i t e  in c o m p le te  w i th o u t  a 
f u l l  and c o n s c io u s  a b s o r p t i o n  i n t o  i t  o f  th e  e v id e n c e  o f  The M ahabharata ' .  ^
To d a t e ,  t h i s  p r o c e s s  has  s c a r c e l y  begun. For t h e  r e a s o n s  c o n s id e r e d  
above , m ost s c h o la r s  have p r e f e r r e d  a q u ic k  t r i p  th ro u g h  th e  Epic as p a r t  
o f  some b r o a d e r  e n t e r p r i s e ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a p ro lo n g e d  s t a y .  And, a s  we 
have s e e n ,  th o s e  s c h o l a r s  who have e x p lo re d  th e  Ep ic  i n  d e p th  have f o r  
th e  most p a r t  been  more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  d e te rm in in g  how i t  i s  p u t  t o g e t h e r  
th a n  i n  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  i t s  c o n te n t s  as s u c h .^
The second  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n  upon w hich t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  b a s e d  i s  t h a t  i f  
th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  Epic  i s  t o  be p r o p e r l y  e v a l u a t e d ,  t h e  work sh o u ld  be 
a p p ro a c h e d  th e  way i t  i s  v iew ed i n  I n d i a  -  as  a u n i t a r y ,  com ple te  work 
o f  a r t  o r  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h is  i s  n o t  to  deny th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  h i s t o r y  in  
i t s  a s s e s s m e n t ,  b u t  i t  does r e p u d i a t e  th e  v iew  t h a t  t h e  d i d a c t i c  i n ­
s e r t i o n s  a r e  any l e s s  im p o r ta n t  th a n  th e  c e n t r a l  s t o r y  i t s e l f .  D e s p i te  
W estern  m is g iv in g s  a b o u t  t h e  amorphous n a tu r e  o f  t h e  t e x t ,  we sh o u ld
1) D andekar, o p . c i t . , p . 263.
2) van  B u i te n e n ,  The M a h a b h a ra ta , v o l . l ,  p .x x x v .
3) As Held  p u ts  i t :  TThe E p ic  h as  been  s tu d i e d  overmuch from th e  p u r e ly
p h i l o l o g i c a l  s i d e ,  w i th  t h e  t y p i c a l  r e s u l t ,  t h a t  t h e  ’o r i g i n a l  E p i c ’
loomed up i n  th e  im a g in a t io n  o f  s c h o la r s  a s  th e  one o b j e c t  o f  t h e i r
s c i e n t i f i c  q u e s t ,  w he reas  i t s  d i s c o v e r y  can  o n ly  be c o n s id e r e d  o f  any 
g r e a t  im p o r ta n c e  from  th e  p o i n t  o f  v iew  o f  i t s  v a lu e  to  th e  s c ie n c e  o f  
p h i lo l o g y  p r o p e r ,  and c a n n o t  be made to  s e rv e  a s  a  c r i t e r i o n ,  a  s t a n d a r d  
by w hich  to  ju d g e  th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  c u l t u r a l  e le m e n ts  t h e r e i n  d e s c r i b e d . ' 
H eld , o p . c i t . , p . 29.
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p e rh a p s  c o n s id e r  t h a t  i t  may n e v e r  have been th e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  th e  b a r d i c  
a u th o r s  to  p r e s e n t  a  c o h e re n t  and s y s te m a t ic  e x p o s i t i o n .  Here we sh o u ld  
a lw ays r e c a l l  th e  Mahabharatars own s e l f - c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n :  ’0 B u l l  among 
B h a r a ta s ,  what i s  ( found)  h e re  on Duty, on P r o f i t ,  on P l e a s u r e ,  and on 
S a l v a t io n ,  t h a t  i s  ( found)  e ls e w h e r e .  (But) what i s  n o t  h e r e ,  t h a t  i s  
nowhere e lse . '-* - In d e e d ,  we sh o u ld  c o n te m p la te ,  a s  does  van  Nooten, t h a t  
t h i s  was th e  c o n s c io u s  p u rp o se  o f  th e  Epic c o m p i le r s :
I f  we assume t h a t  t h e  g e n iu s  o f  a  h i g h ly  c u l t u r e d  group o f  Brahmans 
i n  th e  f i r s t  c e n t u r i e s  o f  ou r  e r a  has w elded  t o g e t h e r  a mass o f  th e  
m ost i n c r e d i b l y  d i s s i m i l a r  s t o r i e s  w i th  t h e  aim o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a 
new Hindu t r a d i t i o n  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  to  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  B u d d h is t  d o c t r i n e s ,  
th e n  we can o n ly  m arv e l  a t  t h e i r  s u c c e s s .  From tem p le  to  tem p le ,  from
c o u r t  t o  c o u r t ,  from f e s t i v a l  to  f e s t i v a l  t h e  Ep ic  was c a r r i e d ,  u n t i l
i t  became p a r t  o f  t h e  c o n s c io u s  h e r i t a g e  o f  e v e ry  H indu, J a i n ,  S ikh  
growing up i n  I n d i a . 2
T h e r e f o r e ,  i n  any c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  th e  Mahabharata th e  uncommonly h e t e r o ­
geneous n a t u r e  o f  t h e  t e x t  s h o u ld  s im p ly  be a c c e p te d  a s  a f a c t .
And f o r  th e  t e x t  o f  th e  Mahabharata i t  i s  t h e  C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n  t h a t  
we sh o u ld  t a k e  a s  ou r  s t a n d a r d .  T h is  i s  n o t  to  d e n i g r a t e  th e  o l d e r  
a t t e m p t s  to  d e te rm in e  how th e  t e x t  ev o lv ed  from  i t s  s im p le  b e g in n in g s .
But th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  e v id e n c e  f o r  t h i s  t a s k  i s  so t h i n  o f  v i c a r i o u s  t h a t  
any s o l u t i o n s  o f f e r e d  m ust n e c e s s a r i l y  be v e ry  s p e c u l a t i v e .  At p r e s e n t ,  
t h e n ,  th e  o n ly  s e c u r e l y  d a t e a b le  gu ide  we have to  t h e  c o n te n t s  of th e  
Mahabharata i s  th e  a p p ro x im a te ly  s i x t h  c e n tu r y  A.D. t e x t  p ro v id e d  by th e  
C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n .  For t h e  more h i s t o r i c a l l y  minded W este rn  t r a d i t i o n ,  
t h i s  may n o t  seem much, b u t  i t  i s  no r e a s o n  to  make l i g h t  o f  th e  e v id e n c e
i t  p ro v id e s  i n  t h e  deve lopm en t o f  so many a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n .
For t h i s  r e a s o n ,  t o o ,  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to  a c c e p t  t h e  h o l i s t i c  a p p ro ach es  
of  more r e c e n t  F rench  s c h o l a r s .  I t  i s  s u r e l y  u n d e n ia b le  t h a t  th e  Maha­
bharata i t s e l f ,  a s  r e c o n s t i t u t e d  i n  th e  C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n ,  i s  an h i s t o r i c a l  
ev e n t  w i th  a h i s t o r y  t h a t  c o v e rs  p e rh a p s  some e i g h t  c e n t u r i e s ,  a p e r io d  
which saw a v a s t  and p ro fo u n d  r e l i g i o u s  r e - o r i e n t a t i o n  on th e  In d ia n  
s u b - c o n t i n e n t ,  i n  w hich  th e  groundwork o f  .modern:.Hinduism was l a i d .  Thus 
th e  s i x t h  c e n tu r y  C r i t i c a l  E d i t i o n  o f  th e  Mahabharata i s  an i n v a l u a b le
1) A d ip a rv a n ,  5 6 .3 3 .
2) van  N ooten , o p . c i t . ,  p . 2.
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t o o l  f o r  e x p lo r i n g  c o n t i n u i t i e s  and d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  i n  t h e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n ,  
w h e th e r  th e  p r i n c i p a l  i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  s c h o l a r  i s  th e  Ep ic  i t s e l f ,  o r  th e  
Vedic o r  P u r a n ic  p e r i o d s .  To ig n o re  t h i s  s im p le  f a c t  i s  s u r e l y  to  im p o v e r is h  
ou r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  th e  deve lopm ent o f  H induism  and g r e a t l y  to  r e d u c e  th e  
trem endous p o t e n t i a l  v a lu e  o f  th e  Ep ic  as  a s o u rc e  f o r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  t h i s  
p r o c e s s .
A t h i r d  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n  i n  t h i s  s t u d y ,  and one o f  th e  u tm os t  im p o r ta n c e ,  
i s  t h a t  i n  any c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  th e  t e x t  a s  a w ho le ,  one s h o u ld  l i s t e n  to  
what th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  has  to  sa y  and n o t  to  what i t  does n o t  s a y .  ( T h is ,  
i t  may be n o te d  i n  p a s s i n g ,  i s  s u r e l y  one o f  t h e  p rob lem s i n  a p p ly in g  
D u m e z i l 's  c a t e g o r i e s  to  th e  Mahabharata.) T his  d e s id e r a tu m  has  th ro u g h ­
o u t  g u id ed  th e  ap p ro a c h  t a k e n  i n  t h i s  t h e s i s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  some o f  th e  
id e a s  and i s s u e s  d i s c u s s e d  were to  be s u b s e q u e n t ly  c o n s id e r e d  by th e  m ajo r  
I n d ia n  s c h o o ls  o f  p h i lo s o p h y  i n  much g r e a t e r  d e p th  and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n .
But i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  h e a r  what th e  Mahabharata has  to  s a y ,  and n o t  to  
d i s m is s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  E p i c ' s  id e a s  by com par ison  o r  to  r e a d  th e  
im p o r ta n c e  t h a t  i d e a s  may s u b s e q u e n t ly  have assumed backw ards i n t o  th e  
E p ic .  The E pic  t r e a tm e n t  o f  t h e  i d e a  o f  karma i s  p e rh a p s  a c a se  i n  p o i n t .
The o n ly  t r u e  gu id e  to  th e  h i s t o r y  and im p o r ta n c e  o f  i d e a s  i n  th e  Epic  
p e r io d  i s  t h e  Epic  t e x t  i t s e l f .  For th e  same r e a s o n ,  i n  t h i s  t h e s i s  
we have c o n s id e r e d  i t  im p o r ta n t  to  l i s t e n  to  t h e  te rm s  t h a t  th e  t e x t  
i t s e l f  u s e s  to  c o n s id e r  such  p rob lem s a s  f a t e ,  f reedom  and p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  
i n s t e a d  o f  im posing  d e f i n i t i o n s  drawn from ou r  W estern  e x p e r i e n c e .  For 
i n s t a n c e ,  W este rn  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  f a t e ,  w hich n o rm a l ly  s t r e s s  th e  i n ­
v a r i a b l e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  f o r c e ,  would be q u i t e  u n s u i t a b l e  t o  a p p ly  to  th e  
Epic  m a t e r i a l ,  w hich  t a k e s  a  more f l e x i b l e  a p p ro a c h  to  t h e  p rob lem . To 
a p p ly  d e f i n i t i o n s  drawn from th e  W estern  e x p e r ie n c e  would m ere ly  l i m i t  
and m u t i l a t e  th e  I n d ia n  a p p ro a c h .
The p u rp o se  o f  th e  t h e s i s ,  t h e n ,  has  been  to  examine i n  d e t a i l  th e  
deve lopm ent o f  i d e a s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  b ro ad  q u e s t i o n  o f  th e  n a t u r e  o f  human 
a c t i o n  w i t h i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  Mahabharata. I t  has  n o t  been  p a r t  o f  my 
t a s k  to  c o n s id e r  how t h e s e  id e a s  a r e  d e v e lo p e d  i n  l a t e r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  
sys tem s o r  t h e o r i e s ,  o r  to  c o n s id e r  them i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  o t h e r  c o g n a te  
i d e a s .  The t a s k ,  i t  sh o u ld  be n o t e d ,  h as  o n ly  been  u n d e r ta k e n  i n  th e
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most l i m i t e d  f a s h i o n  b e f o r e , ^  and to  t h i s  e x t e n t  th e  t h e s i s  p u r p o r t s  to  
p r o v id e  a modest c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  ou r  d e t a i l e d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  an im p o r ta n t  
a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  g r e a t  E p ic .
Now, a s  i n d i c a t e d  i n  th e  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  th e  p rob lem  o f  th e  n a t u r e  o f  
human a c t i o n ,  i n  i t s  many r a m i f i c a t i o n s ,  i s  one t h a t  has  much p r e o c c u p ie d  
I n d ia n  t h i n k e r s  o v e r  th e  c e n t u r i e s .  As P r o f e s s o r  van  B u i te n e n  n o t e s :
’The a t t e n t i o n  and d e l i b e r a t i o n  d e v o te d  by I n d ia n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  H indu, 
t h i n k e r s  to  th e  n a t u r e  o f  a c t i o n s ,  t h e i r  com ponents , t h e i r  c o n d i t i o n s ,  
and t h e i r  consequences  a r e  to  t h e  n o n - In d ia n  s t u d e n t  s t a g g e r i n g .  T h is  
phenomenon began  w i th  t h e  e a r l i e s t  o f  th e  Vedas and h a s  c o n t in u e d  to  
t h i s  d a y . O f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  f o r  I n d ia n  t h i n k e r s ,  be th e y  p h i l o ­
so p h e rs  o r  s t o r y - t e l l e r s ,  h a s  been  th e  p e r e n n i a l  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  m eaning­
f u l n e s s  and e f f i c a c y  o f  human a c t i o n ,  a  p roblem  t h a t  has  p e rh a p s  been  o f  
v a r y in g  c o n c e rn  o f  m ost c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s .
I f  we a s k  o u r s e l v e s  why I n d ia n  t h i n k e r s  were so f a s c i n a t e d  w i th  th e  
p rob lem , th e  answer would seem to  l i e  p r i n c i p a l l y  i n  c e r t a i n  p e r s i s t e n t  
and i n s i s t e n t  c u l t u r a l  c o n c e r n s .  Now, b e fo r e  we can t r u l y  u n d e r s t a n d  a 
c u l t u r e ,  we must have some u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  t h e  u l t i m a t e  v a l u e s ,  o r  th e  
h i g h e s t  i d e a l s ,  t h a t  a r e  o f  p re e m in e n t  im p o r ta n c e  i n  th e  l i v e s  o f  th e  
p e o p le  o f  t h a t  c u l t u r e .  We have a l r e a d y  se en  t h a t  i n  H induism  th e  main
com peting  v a lu e  sy s tem s  a r e  th o s e  o f  pravrtti and nivrtti. .
In  th e  d ev e lo p ed  Hindu t r a d i t i o n ,  th e  main l i t e r a r y  p ro p o n e n ts  o f  
nivrtti p rove  to  be th e  s c h o o ls  o f  Hindu p h i lo s o p h y ,  and t h e i r  param ount 
co n c e rn  i s  th e  a t t a in m e n t  o f  moksa o r  l i b e r a t i o n  from  th e  bondage o f  
phenomenal e x i s t e n c e .  A cco rd ing  to  P r o f e s s o r  K a r l  P o t t e r ,  t h e  m ain s tre am
of W estern  p h i lo s o p h y  has  u p h e ld  th e  P l a t o n i c  v iew  o f  t h e  u l t i m a t e  v a lu e
of human n a t u r e ,  a v iew  w hich  'p r e s u p p o s e d  t h a t  man’ s n a t u r e  was l i m i t e d ,  
t h a t  h i s  p e r f e c t i o n  c o n s i s t e d  i n  th e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  p a s s i o n s  by th e
1) For p r e v io u s  s t u d i e s  t h a t  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  r e l a t e  to  t h e  Mahabharata's 
t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  t o p i c ,  se e  J .  Bruce Long, ’The C oncep ts  o f  Human 
A c t io n  and R e b i r t h  i n  th e  Mahabharata’ , on W.D. O’F l a h e r t y  ( e d . )
Karma and R e b i r t h  i n  C l a s s i c a l  I n d ia n  T r a d i t i o n s , G.N. C h a k ra v a r ty ,  
’The Id e a  o f  F a te  and Freedom i n  th e  Mahabharata', Poona O r i e n t a l i s t , 
v o l .  20 (1 9 5 5 ) ,  H.G. N a r a h a r i ,  ’Karma and R e i n c a r n a t i o n  i n  th e  Maha­
bharata1 , Annals  o f  th e  B handharkar  O r i e n t a l  R e s e a rc h  I n s t i t u t e , v o l .  
27 (1 9 4 6 ) ,  E.W. H opkins , ’M o d i f i c a t io n s  o f  th e  Karma D o c t r i n e ’ , 
J o u r n a l  of  th e  Royal A s i a t i c  S o c i e t y , 1906 and 1907.
2) J .A .B .  van B u i te n e n  (ed .  and t r a n s . )  The B h a g a v a d g l ta  i n  th e  Maha­
b h a r a t a  , p . 14.
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i n t e l l e c t ,  so  t h a t  t h e  r e a s o n e d  l i f e  was th e  b e s t  l i f e ,  b a la n c e  o f  s o u l  
was o f  t h e  e s s e n c e ,  and t h i s  b a la n c e  was d e f in e d  i n  te rm s  b o th  o f  th e  
encouragem en t  o f  th e  r a t i o n a l  f a c u l t y  and th e  d isc o u ra g em e n t  o f  th e  
a p p e t i t e s . 1  ^ The h i g h e s t  v a lu e  f o r  man, and th e  u l t i m a t e  s o u rc e  o f  any 
h a p p in e s s  t h a t  was w i t h i n  h i s  r e a c h ,  was m o r a l i t y  w hich l a y  i n  th e  e x e r c i s e  
of  h i s  r e a s o n  and th e  s u b j u g a t i o n  o f  h i s  p a s s i o n s .  By c o n t r a s t ,  I n d i a n  
p h i lo s o p h y  has  p u rsu e d  a c o u r s e  w hich  i s  q u i t e  u n p a l a t a b l e  to  th e  m ain­
s t r e a m  o f  W estern  t h i n k i n g .  As P r o f e s s o r  P o t t e r  e x p la i n s  i t :
I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y  does  i n  f a c t  e l e v a t e  power, c o n t r o l ,  o r  freedom  
to  a su p e re m in e n t  p o s i t i o n  above r a t i o n a l  m o r a l i t y .  . . f o r  b e t t e r  o r  
w o rse ,  th e  u l t i m a t e  v a lu e  r e c o g n iz e d  by c l a s s i c a l  Hinduism  i n  i t s  
most s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s o u r c e s  i s  n o t  m o r a l i t y  b u t  f reedom , n o t  r a t i o n a l  
s e l f - c o n t r o l  in  th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  th e  community’ s w e l f a r e  b u t  co m p le te  
c o n t r o l  over  o n e ’s e n v iro n m e n t  -  som eth ing  which i n c lu d e s  s e l f - c o n t r o l  
b u t  a l s o  in c lu d e s  c o n t r o l  o f  o t h e r s  and even c o n t r o l  o f  th e  p h y s i c a l  
s o u rc e s  o f  power i n  th e  u n i v e r s e . ^
In  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y ,  t h e  i d e a l  i n d i v i d u a l  who i s  c e l e b r a t e d  i s  t h e  one 
who has  a t t a i n e d  t o t a l  m a s te ry  o f  h im s e l f  and h i s  en v iro n m en t -  th e  yogin 
and th e  guru.
However, th e  n e c e s s a r y  c o n d i t i o n  o f  th e  b e l i e f  i n  th e  u n l im i t e d  
p o t e n t i a l i t y  o f  m o r t a l  man to  a t t a i n  power, c o n t r o l  and freedom  was th e  
c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  was s u f f i c i e n t l y  f r e e  from  e x t e r n a l  i n ­
f l u e n c e s  to  be a b le  t o  a d o p t  and s u c c e s s f u l l y  p u r s u e ,  by h i s  own u n a id e d  
e f f o r t s ,  a p a th  t h a t  l e d  to  h i s  f reedom  and s a l v a t i o n .  That u n l im i t e d  
p o t e n t i a l i t y  i s  im p l ie d  i n  th e  t h e o r y  o f  S e l f  (atman) as  exposed  i n  th e  
Bhagavadgltd, and p a r t l y  i n  t h e  Anuglta and Moksadharma. (H ere ,  by th e  
way, i t  i s  v e ry  im p o r ta n t  to  n o t e  t h a t  dtman was n o t  p o s t u l a t e d  i n  th e  
Bhagavadgdta b u t  t r e a t e d  as  a l r e a d y ,  though  n o t  f u l l y  and n o t  f u l l y  
c o n s c i o u s l y ,  a c c e p t e d . )  The a b s t r a c t  p o t e n t i a l i t y  l i e s  w i th  dtman w hich , 
how ever, as  we know i t  i n  th e  Bhagavadg'Lta, does n o t  i t s e l f  a c t  and i s  
to  be l i b e r a t e d  from t h a t  w hich  does a c t .  In  o t h e r  w ords ,  th e  m eaning­
f u l n e s s  o f  human a c t i o n  f i n d s  i t s  o n ly  o n t o l o g i c a l  s u p p o r t  in  dtman 
w hich knows th e  a c t i o n .  T h e r e f o r e  th e  c o u rs e  o f  e v e n ts  i t s e l f  l i e s  i n  
t h e  s p h e re  o f  artha and dharma. The l a s t  s e r v e s  as  an a b s o l u t e l y  
n e c e s s a r y  c o n c e p t  o f  human, and any o t h e r ,  a c t i v i t y  and c o n s t i t u t e s  th e  
n e c e s s a r y  b r id g e  be tw een  a c t i o n  i t s e l f  and atmanio i n a c t i v i t y .  T hat i s ,
1) K a r l  H. P o t t e r ,  P r e s u p p o s i t i o n s  o f  I n d i a ’ s P h i l o s o p h i e s , p . l .
2) I b i d . ,  p . 3.
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we a r e  g iv e n  to  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  v e r y  te rm  ’meaning* (artha more o f t e n  
th an  n o t )  a s  a lw a y s ,  i n  th e  Mahabharata^ dharnric3 o r  r e l a t e d  to  dharma 
i n  one way o r  th e  o t h e r .  Man, i n  s h o r t ,  was a m e a n in g fu l  c a u s a l  a g e n t  
c a p a b le  o f  a f f e c t i n g  th e  c o u rs e  o f  e v e n t s .  As a co n seq u e n c e ,  i n  th e  
d e v e lo p e d  s c h o o ls  o f  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y ,  'The p rob lem  o f  freedom  and 
c a u s a t i o n  . . .  i s  t h e  so u rc e  o f  a l l  s y s t e m a t i c  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y  o f  
which we know, e x c e p t  f o r  what l i t t l e  s t i l l  rem a in s  o f  s k e p t i c  and 
f a t a l i s t  v iew s -  t h a t  even t h e s e  a r e  p e r t i n e n t  to  t h a t  p rob lem  i n  t h a t  
th e y  a r e  what everyone  e l s e  i s  c o n c e rn e d  to  r e f u t e . I t  was o n ly  
th ro u g h  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  s o l u t i o n  to  t h e  prob lem  o f  c a u s a t i o n  and human 
agency  t h a t  I n d ia n  t h i n k e r s  c o u ld  ’p r o v e ’ to  o t h e r s ,  n o t  to  s p e ak  o f  
th e m s e lv e s ,  t h a t  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u ld  s u c c e s s f u l l y  p u rsu e  a p a th  to  
freedom  o r  moksa. I n  th e  more c o n s id e r e d  works o f  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y ,  
b o th  o r th o d o x  and h e te r o d o x ,  we t h e r e f o r e  f i n d  s c ru p u lo u s  a t t e n t i o n  g iv en
to  th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een e v e n ts  o r  t h i n g s ,  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  th o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  we c a l l  c a u s a l  -  ones which h o ld  
be tw een  th e  ty p e s  o f  e v e n ts  o r  t h in g s  w hich make up th e  se q u en c e s  
w hich  p e r t a i n  to  th e  u l t i m a t e  p u rp o se  o f  com p le te  freedom , i . e . ,  
th e  e v e n ts  a b o u t  w hich th e y  c a r e .  Those r e l a t i o n s h i p s  ca n n o t  be 
to o  s t r o n g ,  o r  we a r e  s u b j e c t  to  f o r c e s  beyond ou r  c o n t r o l ;  b u t  
n e i t h e r  can th e y  be too  weak, o r  we a r e  u n a b le  to  s t e e r  ou r  c o u r s e . ^
In  th e  E p ic ,  a s  we have s e e n ,  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y  was s t i l l  i n  i t s  
b e g in n in g s .  W hile i t  e m phas ise s  th e  a t t a in m e n t  o f  moksa th ro u g h  i n ­
d i v i d u a l  e f f o r t  and know ledge, i t  i s  n o t  y e t  c o n c e rn e d  to  p ro v id e  th e  
s o r t  o f  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  a n a ly s e s  o f  th e  c a u s a l  p r o c e s s  t h a t  a r e  to  be 
found i n  th e  d e v e lo p e d  s c h o o ls  o f  I n d ia n  p h i lo s o p h y .  N e v e r th e l e s s ,  th e  
i d e a l  o f  moksa i n  Hindu c u l t u r e  e n s u re d  t h a t  q u e s t i o n s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  
n a t u r e  and e f f i c a c y  o f  human a c t i o n  would be tow ards  th e  top  o f  any 
I n d ia n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  agenda .
That i s  why as  an  u l t i m a t e  i d e a l  moksa was e i t h e r  o f  l i t t l e  c o n c e rn  
o r  an u n a t t a i n a b l e  a s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  g r e a t  b u lk  o f  s o c i e t y .  The h i g h e s t  
i d e a l  to  w hich  th e y  c o u ld  r e a s o n a b ly  a s p i r e  -  and to  w hich  th e y  were 
u rged  to  a s p i r e  -  was dharmio and was th e  u n f a i l i n g  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e i r  
varndqrama d u t i e s ,  o r  t h e i r  svadharma. And dharma, as  we have n o te d  
b e f o r e ,  i s  e a s i l y  th e  fo re m o s t  c o n c e rn  o f  th e  E p ic  b a r d s ,  and c e r t a i n l y
1) I b i d . , p . 94.
2) I b i d . , p . 94.
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o f  much g r e a t e r  c o n c e rn  t h a n  moksa. The v e ry  a t t e m p t  by K rsna  to  a ro u s e  
A r ju n a  to  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  dtman was, in  i t s e l f ,  a l s o  dharmic, b e ­
c a u se  i t  i s  fo c u s s e d  on A r j u n a ’ s own dharma o f  w hich t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d in g  
was to  become a p a r t .  However, a d h e re n c e  to  dharma made more s e n se  i f  
i t  was b e l i e v e d  t h a t  human c h o ic e s  and a c t i o n s  were m e a n in g fu l  and c o u ld  
i n f l u e n c e  th e  c o u rs e  o f  e v e n t s .  W ithou t  t h i s  b e l i e f ,  an  a t t i t u d e  o f  
f a t a l i s t i c  r e s i g n a t i o n  o r  o u t r i g h t  hedonism  made as  much s e n s e  as  th e  
f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  s o c i a l  d u t i e s .  T h e r e f o r e ,  th e  i d e a l  o f  dharma i n  Hindu 
c u l t u r e  a l s o  g u a ra n te e d  t h a t  t h e  n a t u r e  and e f f i c a c y  o f  human a c t i o n  
would be o f  t h e  h i g h e s t  c o n c e rn  to  o r th o d o x  t h i n k e r s .
Now, i n  th e  Mahabharata, th e  prob lem  o f  the  m e a n in g fu ln e s s  o f  human 
a c t i o n ,  in  one form o r  a n o t h e r ,  i s  a lm o s t  everyw here  to  be found . However, 
t h e r e  i s  no a t t e m p t  to  d e v e lo p  any s y s te m a t ic  d i s c u s s i o n ,  l e t  a lo n e  an 
o r d e r e d  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  th e  p rob lem , f o r  th e  Mahabharata as  a 
w hole . N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h i s  i s  i n  k e e p in g  w i th  th e  Mahabharata1s own s e l f -  
p ro c la im e d  h e te r o g e n e o u s  n a t u r e .  I t  was a l s o  in  k e e p in g  w i th  th e  Maha- 
bharata1s i n t e n t i o n  to  b e in g  a p o p u la r  work, d e s ig n e d  to  a p p e a l  to  p e o p le  
o f  a l l  b ack g ro u n d s  and c a p a c i t i e s .  As S uk thankar  p u t s  i t ,  th e  Mahabharata 
was ' a  t r a d i t i o n a l  book b e lo n g in g  to  th e  p e o p le .  The w ork was e v i d e n t l y  
m eant to  be a tome o f  g e n u in e  p o p u la r  i n t e r e s t ,  one t h a t  s h o u ld  be r e a d ,  
s t u d i e d  and m e d i t a t e d  on by a l l  c l a s s e s  o f  th e  I n d ia n  p e o p le ,  n o t  o n ly  
by th e  l e a r n e d  B rahm anas, K s a t r i y a s ,  b u t  a l s o  by V a i^yas  and g u d ras  -  
th e  f i f t h  Veda (Pancamo v e d a h ) , t h e  new Veda o f  a l l  p e o p le ,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  
o f  c a s t e  and c r e e d .
J u s t  a s  t h e  work was d e s ig n e d  to  a p p e a l  to  p e o p le  o f  a l l  b ack g ro u n d s  
and c a p a c i t i e s ,  th e n  so was t h e  p rob lem  f o r  th e  most p a r t  p r e s e n t e d  in  
th e  same more p o p u la r  f a s h i o n .  I n s t e a d  o f  b e in g  p r e s e n t e d  as  an a b s t r a c t  
i s s u e  f o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  d i s q u i s i t i o n ,  i t  i s  a p rob lem  t h a t  c o n c e rn s  th e  
c o n fu s io n s  and d o u b ts  o f  human b e in g s  t r y i n g  to  cope w i t h  th e  s t r e s s e s  o f  
l i f e .  A p p r o p r i a t e l y ,  i t  i s  Y u d h i s t h i r a ’ s p e r s o n a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  
p r o v id e  th e  im m edia te  o c c a s i o n  f o r  many o f  th e  Mahabharata1s d i s c u s s i o n s  
c o n c e rn in g  human a c t i o n  and c a u s a l  agency ; and i n  k e e p in g  w i th  th e  p e r ­
s o n a l  n a t u r e  o f  th e  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  g e n e r a l l y  r a n g e s  f r e e l y  
o v e r  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  What i t  l a c k s  in  p r e c i s i o n  and c e r t a i n l y ,  th e  
Epic d e b a te  makes up f o r  i n  b e in g  w id e - r a n g in g  and q u e s t i o n i n g .
However, t h i s  c a t h o l i c  a t t i t u d e  c r e a t e s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p roblem s 
when i t  comes to  a r r a n g i n g  th e  E p i c ’ s id e a s  i n t o  an o r d e r e d  f a s h i o n .  In  
t h i s  t h e s i s ,  w h i le  i t  h a s  seemed m ost a p p r o p r i a t e  to  a r r a n g e  th e  m a t e r i a l
1) S u k th a n k a r ,  o p . c i t . ,  p . 23.
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under  t h e  h e a d in g s  o f  karm a, p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l ,  w i th  
a s e p a r a t e  c h a p t e r  f o r  th e  BhagavadgZta, t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  c o n s id e r a b l e  
v a r i a t i o n  o f  v iew  w i t h i n  each  c h a p te r .
The b e s t  known Hindu answ er f o r  th e  prob lem  o f  human a c t i o n  and c a u s a l  
agency i s  o f  c o u r s e  th e  d o c t r i n e  o f  karma. And f o r m a l l y ,  a t  l e a s t ,  th e  
d o c t r i n e  o f  karma i s  an i d e a l  compromise answer to  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  
r e c o n c i l i n g  d e te r m in is m  and f r e e - w i l l  f o r ,  a s  we have  s e e n ,  i t  a c c e p t s  
th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  b o th  i n  the  l o t  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  v iew ed as an e n t i t y  
t r a n s m i g r a t i n g  th ro u g h  t im e .  Here i t  i s  v e ry  i m p o r ta n t  to  n o te  t h a t ,  
s p e a k in g  o f  th e  w hole Mahabharata and n o t  on ly  o f  t h e  Bhagavadgztd, we 
have to  t a k e  i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h a t  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  a s  t h e  ’ t r a n s m i g r a t i n g  
e n t i t y ’ c a n n o t  be m e c h a n ic a l ly  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  dtman, though  fo rm a l ly  
i t  i s  v e ry  o f t e n  th e  c a s e .  The c o n c ep t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  h e re  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  
i t  r em a in s  i n  th e  s p h e re  o f  dharma o r ,  more e x a c t l y ,  t h a t  i t  xs a k in d  
o f  u l t i m a t e  and f i n i t e  u n i t  o f  dharma, though , as  h a s  a l r e a d y  been s a i d ,  
i t s  v e ry  c o re  i s  dtmantc. M oreover, s p e a k in g  t o g e t h e r  w i th  th e  a u th o r s  
o f  th e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p a r t s  and s e c t i o n s  o f  th e  Mahabharata, we sh o u ld  
s t r e s s  t h e  d u a l  n a t u r e  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ;  o n ly  t a k e n  a s  an a g e n t  o r  a c t o r ,  
i s  i t  dharmdo, w h e reas  a s  a knower o f  a c t i o n ,  i t  i s  dtmanic. From t h i s  
i t  f o l lo w s  t h a t  karma i t s e l f ,  i f  looked  a t  i n  i t s  r e l a t i o n  to  t r a n s ­
m i g r a t i o n ,  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l y  c l o s e r  c o n c e p t u a l l y  to  dharma th an  to  dtman 
o r ,  to  p u t  i t  even  more p r e c i s e l y ,  an u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  karms seems to  be 
f a r  more r e l a t e d  to  th e  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  dharma t h a n  to  t h a t  of dtman.
Now, in  th e  E p ic  t h e  d e t a i l e d  e x p o s i t i o n s  o f  th e  karma d o c t r i n e  can be 
numbered on one hand . The m ost d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e  o f  th e s e  a c c o u n ts  
i s  t h a t  th e y  t r e a t  man a s  an i n d i v i d u a l .  Whereas n o r m a l ly  an In d ia n  i s  
a mere p o i n t  i n  a  c o m p l ic a te d  web o r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  i n  t h e s e  
d s c r i p t i o n s  th e  ’ i n d i v i d u a l ’ i s  e x t r a c t e d  from th e  s o c i a l  s e t t i n g  and 
t r e a t e d  i n  i s o l a t i o n .
W hatever t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  app roach  and d e t a i l  -  and th e y  a re  
c o n s i d e r a b l e  -  t h e s e  a c c o u n ts  a r e  a g re e d  t h a t  a l l  a c t i o n s  (good and bad) 
n e c e s s a r i l y  p ro d u ce  a c o n se q u e n t  e f f e c t  o f  ’ f r u i t ' ,  and t h a t  ev e ry  
i n d i v i d u a l ,  i n  t h e  c o u rs e  o f  s u c c e s s iv e  e x i s t e n c e s  r e a p s  th e  ’ f r u i t ’ o f  
h i s  own a c t i o n s  p e rfo rm ed  in  p r e v io u s  e x i s t e n c e s .  T hus , what happens 
to  an i n d i v i d u a l  i n  t h i s  l i f e  i s  d e te rm in e d  by w hat th e  i n d i v i d u a l  has  
done in  p r e v i o u s  l i v e s ;  and what w i l l  happen to  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  f u t u r e  
l i v e s  i s  b e in g  d e te rm in e d  by what i s  done in  t h i s  l i f e  ( a l th o u g h  th e  
a b i l i t y  to  ch o o se  f r e e l y  i s  o f  c o u rs e  c o n s t r a i n e d  by th e  e f f e c t  o f  p a s t
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karm a, and t h i s  c r e a t e s  c o m p l e x i t i e s  t h a t  i n  t h e  Ep ic  a r e  o n ly  s a t i s ­
f a c t o r i l y  c o n s id e r e d  i n  th e  Bhagavadglta). T h e r e f o r e ,  human a c t i o n s  and 
c h o ic e s  i n  t h i s  l i f e  were m e a n in g fu l  and s i g n i f i c a n t .  I t  f o l lo w e d  -  and 
i t  i s  so m a in ta in e d  -  t h a t  no one o t h e r  th a n  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  h im s e l f  s h o u ld  
be h e ld  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h i s  s t a t e  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  p r e s e n t  o r  f u t u r e .  The 
i n d i v i d u a l  a lo n e  -  and no o t h e r  -  m ust en jo y  th e  f r u i t s ,  good o r  b a d ,  o f  
h i s  own p a s t  d e e d s .  A man o n ly  o b ta in e d  th e  f r u i t  o f  h i s  own karma: he 
n e v e r  e n jo y e d  th e  good f r u i t  o f  o t h e r s  n o r  s u f f e r e d  f o r  th e  s i n s  o f  o t h e r s .  
T h e re fo re  man a lo n e ,  v iew ed a s  an e n t i t y  t r a n s m i g r a t i n g  th ro u g h  t im e ,  was 
th e  a r b i t e r  o f  h i s  own d e s t i n y ;  and th u s  he w as, and s h o u ld  f e e l ,  f r e e  
from s u b j e c t i o n  to  a l l  o u t s i d e  f o r c e s  t h a t  were beyond h i s  c o n t r o l .  The 
v iew  o f  karma p u t  fo rw ard  i n  t h e s e  e x p o s i t i o n s  may be d e s c r i b e d  as  b e in g  
i n d i v i d u a l ,  n o n - t r a n s f e r a b l e , n o n - p a r d o n a b le ,  n o n - e x p ia b le  and i n e x o r a b l e .
Beyond t h i s ,  many c r u c i a l  p rob lem s w i th  r e s p e c t  to  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  
karma a r e  l e f t  u n a d d re s s e d .  In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  a c t u a l  m echan ics  by w hich 
th e  s o u l  w i th  i t s  a s s o c i a t e d  karm ic  co nsequences  f i n d s  i t s  way i n t o  th e  
womb w hich  w i l l  g iv e  i t  b i r t h  i n t o  a  f a m i ly  o f  th e  m o ra l  and s o c i a l  
s t a n d in g  a p p r o p r i a t e  to  t h a t  s o u l ’ s p a s t  i s  nowhere made c l e a r ;  n o r  even 
i s  th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  t r a n s m i g r a t i n g  s o u l .  Nor do th e  Epic s a g e s  c o n s id e r  
w h e th e r  ka rm ic  c onsequences  a r e  a m o ra l  o r  a  p h y s i c a l  e n t i t y ;  and i f  th e  
fo rm e r ,  th e n  how do m ora l  e n t i t i e s  such  a s  good and bad a c t s  become 
a t t a c h e d  to  and t r a n s p o r t e d  by p h y s i c a l  e n t i t i e s  such  a s  th e  b o d i ly  
c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  w ind , f i r e ,  w a t e r ,  b r e a t h ,  sperm and b lood?  Nor do th e  
d e t a i l e d  e x p o s i t i o n s  o f  karma th e m s e lv e s  p r o p e r l y  c o n te m p la te  t h a t  man 
i s  a  s o c i a l  c r e a t u r e ,  and i t  may w e l l  be asked  how th e  i n d i v i d u a l  can 
e n jo y  o r  s u f f e r  th e  consequences  o f  h i s  karma w i th o u t  a f f e c t i n g  and b e in g  
a f f e c t e d  by th e  karma o f  o t h e r s .  In  many p a r t s  o f  th e  Mahabharata i t  i s  
s im p ly  assumed t h a t  th e  karma o f  one does a f f e c t  th e  karma o f  o t h e r s ,  b u t  
t h e r e  i s  no a n a l y s i s  to  be found w hich a t t e m p t s  to  r e c o n c i l e  t h i s  v iew  
w i th  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In  t h i s  c o n n e c t io n  I  would l i k e  to  
p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  karma i n  th e  Mahabharata i s  i t s e l f  an 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  co n c ep t  by means o f  which o t h e r  
t h in g s  a r e  i n t e r p r e t e d  and , s t r i c t l y  s p e a k in g ,  ca n n o t  f i n d  i t s  own 
unambiguous i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  That i s  why th e  v e ry  f a c t  o f  o n e ’ s aw areness  
o f  th e  k a rm ic  f o r c e s  w hich a r e  a t  work i n  o n e ' s  own p a r t i c u l a r  c a se  o r  
i n s t a n c e  can  i n  no way be r e g a r d e d  a s  a th e o r y  o f  karm a; such  a th e o r y  
ca n n o t  be found  i n  th e  t e x t .
Now, from th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  t e x t ,  we have a rg u e d  t h a t  t h i s  
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c ,  n o n - t r a n s f e r a b l e  and i n e x o r a b le  d o c t r i n e  o f  karma,
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much as  i t  m igh t be  an  i d e a l  compromise s o l u t i o n  to  t h e  p ro b lem  of 
f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l ,  f i n d s  l i t t l e  f a v o u r  w i th  th e  pravrtti o r  t h i s  
w o r ld ly  s i d e  o f  H induism  w hich p re d o m in a te s  in  t h e  Mahabharata. For 
th e  o r th o d o x  pravrtti t r a d i t i o n  th e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  t r u e  d o c t r i n e  
o f  karma, w hich made a l l  i n d i v i d u a l s  a lo n e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e i r  own 
d e s t i n y ,  were s im p ly  to o  d i f f i c u l t ,  and more e s p e c i a l l y  a s  th e y  were 
lo ad e d  i n  f a v o u r  o f  t h o s e  who c a l l e d  f o r  th e  r e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  a l l  th e  
s o c i a l  d u t i e s  th e  o r th d o x  h e ld  so d e a r .  We may, o f  c o u r s e ,  w e l l  wonder 
why th e  Epic  s a g e s  b o th e r e d  a t  a l l  w i th  th e  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  karma. At l e a s t  p a r t  o f  th e  answ er must be t h a t  th e y  c o u ld  n o t  ig n o re  
i t .  The d i f f i c u l t y  was t h a t  t h i s  v iew  o f  karma had a l r e a d y  found fa v o u r  
in  the  U pan isads^  w hich  o f  c o u r s e  had been  a c c o rd e d  th e  s t a t u s  o f  gruti 
o r  r e v e a le d  s c r i p t u r e .  I t  was th u s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  l a t e r  Hindu t h i n k e r s  
n o t  to  r e c o g n i s e  th e  i d e a  i n  t h e i r  w r i t i n g s .  B ut, a s  we have  s e e n ,  t h i s  
v iew  o f  karma was c o n s id e r e d  an i n v a l u a b le  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h a t  most p r e s s i n g  
of  co n c e rn s  f o r  th e  E p ic  s a g e s ,  th e  dharma. By i t s  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  some 
deg ree  o f  human c a u s a l  agency  and i t s  uncom prom ising a s s e r t i o n  t h a t ,  
w ha tever  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  th e  good u l t i m a t e l y  r e c e iv e d  t h e i r  rew a rd  and th e  
bad t h e i r  due p u n ish m e n t ,  i t  p ro v id e d  a c o n v in c in g  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  ad­
h e re n c e  to  dharma -  no m a t t e r  how d i s t a s t e f u l  o n e ' s  o r d a i n e d  d u ty  i n  l i f e .
N e v e r th e l e s s ,  h a v in g  a c c e p te d  o r  i n h e r i t e d  th e  new d o c t r i n e ,  th e  Epic 
a u th o r s  had to  f i n d  a s o l u t i o n  f o r  i t s  l e s s  p a l a t a b l e  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  The 
t a s k  was n o t  a d i f f i c u l t  o n e .  I n  th e  Mahabharata, t h e y  s im p ly  c o n t in u e d  
and f u r t h e r  d e v e lo p e d  and c o d i f i e d  th e  numerous means t h a t  had  been 
c u r r e n t  from p e rh a p s  t im e  im m em oria l,  and c e r t a i n l y  from  th e  t im e  o f  th e  
VedaSy  f o r  th e  a b r o g a t i o n  o r  th e  p a s s i n g  on o f  th e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  o n e 's  
a c t i o n s .  But from  t h i s  s t a n d p o i n t ,  karma does n o t  p r o v id e  any t r u e  
s o l u t i o n  to  t h e  d icho tom y o f  f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l ;  and i t  c o u ld  a l l  too  
e a s i l y  seem j u s t  a n o th e r  te rm  f o r  th e  w ork ings o f  i n s c r u t a b l e  f a t e .  I t  
was e s s e n t i a l  to  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  d o c t r i n e  o f  karma t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
in  t h i s  l i f e ,  v iew ed  a s  an  e n t i t y  th ro u g h  t im e ,  s h o u ld  f e e l  d i r e c t l y  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  th e  f r u i t i o n  o f  p a s t  karma, b o th  good and b a d ,  from 
p r e v io u s  l i v e s .  However, t h e  d e p th  o f  th e  Mahabharata1s c o n c e rn  w i th  
ways o f  a v o id in g  th e  c o n seq u e n c e s  o f  s i n  o r  p a s s in g  them on c o u ld  on ly  
s e rv e  to  d e s t r o y  t h i s  s e n s e  o f  d i r e c t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  f o r  t h e  em phasis
1) See S .S .  Rama Rao Pappu, 'Karma: I n d iv i d u a l  and C o l l e c t i v e '  in  S .S .  
Rama Rao Pappu ( e d . ) ,  The d im e n s io n s  o f  Karma, p p . 2 92 -99 .
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i s  n o t  so much on f a c i n g  up to  th e  c onsequences  o f  s i n  as  on e s c a p in g  
them. The consequence  c o u ld  o n ly  be a r e f u s a l  t r u l y  t o  a c c e p t  t h a t  th e  
f r u i t i o n  of  p a s t  deeds  i n  t h i s  l i f e  -  e s p e c i a l l y  wrongs -  was r e a l l y  th e  
c u r r e n t  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  d i r e c t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  And c e r t a i n l y  t h e r e  i s  a 
marked l a c k  o f  w i l l i n g n e s s  amongst th e  Epic  c h a r a c t e r s  to  a c c e p t  karm ic  
b lam e. The d e t e r m i n i s t i c  s i d e  o f  th e  law o f  karm a, t h e n ,  co u ld  e a s i l y  
ta k e  on th e  a s p e c t  o f  an im p e rso n a l  e x t e r n a l  f o r c e  beyond h i s  c o n t r o l  
which was i n  e v e ry  way com parab le  to  th e  w ork ings  o f  f a t e  o r  th e  i n t e r ­
f e r e n c e  o f  th e  g ods .  As w e l l ,  i f  s i n  and m e r i t  c o u ld  be f r e e l y  t r a n s ­
f e r r e d  to  o t h e r s ,  be th e y  f a m i ly  o r  n o t ,  th e n  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  s c a r c e l y  
c o n s t i t u t e d  an autonomous e n t i t y  i n  ch a rg e  o f  h i s  own d e s t i n y .  E x t e r n a l  
f a c t o r s  t h a t  were beyond h i s  c o n t r o l  c o u ld  be j u s t  as  im p o r ta n t  i n  
d e te rm in in g  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  l o t  a s  h i s  own a c t i o n s .  A gain , th e  w ork ings  
o f  p a s t  karma c o u ld  seem l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  to  th o s e  o f  f a t e .
Thus, o f f e r e d  an e x p la n a t i o n  o f  human a c t i o n  t h a t  p ro v id e d  a com­
prom ise  p o s i t i o n  be tw een  d e te rm in is m ,  and f r e e - w i l l ,  and t h a t  f r e e d  
m o r ta l s  from th e  'o p p r e s s i v e '  u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  o f  f a t e  and p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  
t h e  o r th o d o x  found  th e  b u rd en  to o  g r e a t .  And p re su m a b ly ,  to o ,  th e  b u rd en  
was too  g r e a t  f o r  th o s e  who chose  to  f o l lo w  th e  n i v r t t i  way; f o r  th e y  d id  
choose to  renounce  t h e i r  s o c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  w hich were an a l l  too  f e r t i l e  
so u rc e  o f  karm ic  c o n se q u e n c e s .  Thus, w h i le  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  d o c t r i n e  of  
karma i s  u n d e n ia b ly  th e  b e s t  known and most r e g a r d e d  o f  th e  E p i c ' s  t h e o r i e s  
c o n c e rn in g  human a c t i o n  and c a u s a l  agency , i n  p r a c t i c e  i t s  im p o r ta n c e  in  
th e  Epic  i s  s e r i o u s l y  l i m i t e d ,  and c e r t a i n l y  as  an i d e a  i t  i s  l e s s  
p rom inen t  th a n  o t h e r  n o t io n s  o f  c a u s a t io n  such  as  f a t e ,  Time and p r e ­
d e s t i n a t i o n .
For th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  m ind, id e a s  o f  f a t e  and p r e d e s t i n a t i o n  may seem 
odd -  c u r io u s  h a n g o v e rs  from more u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  t im e s  -  and n o t  q u i t e  
w orth  th e  d i g n i t y  o f  s e r i o u s  s tu d y .  For i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  p h i l o ­
so p h e r  G i l b e r t  Ryle h a s  w r i t t e n  t h a t  'No p h i lo s o p h e r  o f  th e  f i r s t  o r  
second r a n k  h a s  d e fe n d e d  f a t a l i s m  o r  been  a t  g r e a t  p a in s  to  a t t a c k  i t 1.
Th is  may p e rh a p s  be t r u e  f o r  th e  con tem pora ry  W est, b u t  i n  th e  p a s t  
th e s e  i d e a s  have u n d o u b te d ly  e x e r c i s e d  many g r e a t  m in d s ,  and n o t  j u s t  i n  
I n d i a .  However, o u r  con tem pora ry  r e l u c t a n c e  to  g iv e  such  id e a s  t h e i r  
p ro p e r  due i s  i n  d a n g e r  o f  l e a v i n g  a s e r i o u s  gap i n  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  i d e a s .
1) G. R y le ,  D ilem m as, p . 28, c i t e d  i n  R.T. Blackwood and A.L. Herman ( e d s . ) ,  
Problem s i n  P h i lo s o p h y :  West and E a s t , p . 357.
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In  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  th e  c h a p te r  on p r e d e s t i n a t i o n  i s  e a s i l y  th e  l o n g e s t ,  
and t h i s  a lo n e  r e f l e c t s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  i n  th e  Epic  o f  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  th e  
d e s t i n y  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  c o n t r o l l e d  from th e  beyond by a god o r  gods. 
But d e s p i t e  th e  immense number o f  gods and g o d d e sse s  who p a ra d e  th ro u g h  
th e  Mahabharatas i t  i s  q u i c k ly  a p p a r e n t  t h a t  th e  g r e a t  b u lk  o f  them a re  
l i t t l e  more th a n  s u p e r n a t u r a l  s p i r i t s  who o f t e n  meddle i n  human a f f a i r s  
f o r  a wide v a r i e t y  o f  r e a s o n s ,  b u t  w i th o u t  p r e d e t e r m in in g  t h e i r  c o u r s e .
In  many w ays, t h e  h e ro e s  and s a g e s  o f  th e  Epic  a r e  more p o w e rfu l  and 
im p o r ta n t  th a n  th e  o r d in a r y  gods;  and th e  o f f - h a n d e d  f a s h i o n  i n  which 
th e  Ep ic  r e d a c t o r s  f r e q u e n t l y  t r e a t  th e  gods ,  and even la u g h  a t  them, 
s u r e l y  sp e ak s  f o r  i t s e l f .  However, t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  g r e a t  Gods, Brahma, 
V isnu  and C iv a ,  who a re  n o t  lau g h e d  a t .  They a r e  h e ld  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  
c r e a t i o n ,  p r e s e r v a t i o n  and d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  t r i p l e - w o r l d .  The 
d i f f i c u l t y ,  as we have s e e n ,  i s  t h a t  th e  c r e a t i o n  i s  o f  a  v e ry  s p e c i a l  
k in d .  Not o n ly  a r e  a l l  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  th e  c r e a t e d  t r i p l e - w o r l d  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n t  and a r r a n g e d  i n  a  s t r i c t l y  h i e r a r c h i c a l  f a s h i o n ,  b u t  
th e  c r e a t i o n  i t s e l f  i s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f r a g i l e  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  For r e a s o n s  
we have a l r e a d y  c o n s id e r e d ,  th e  g r e a t  Gods b u i l d  i n t o  th e  t r i p l e - w o r l d  
n o t  j u s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  o r d e r  and good b u t  a l s o  th e  f o r c e s  o f  d i s o r d e r ,  
chaos and e v i l .  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  f o r  t h e  t r i p l e - w o r l d ,  th e  g r e a t  Gods a r e  
u l t i m a t e l y  com m itted  to  making good th e  d e f i c i e n c i e s  i n  t h e i r  own 
c r e a t i o n ,  and upho ld  o r d e r  and v i r t u e .  I t  i s  o n ly  th ro u g h  t h e i r  c o n s t a n t  
i n t e r v e n t i o n  and g u id an ce  i n  t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  th e  t r i p l e - w o r l d  t h a t  o r d e r  
and th e  a scen d an cy  o f  dharma can be m a in ta in e d .
However, i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  and s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  t h e  d e g re e  o f  t h e i r  
p r e d e t e r m in in g  a c t i v i t y  d i f f e r s  a c c o r d in g  to  how th e y  a r e  p e r c e iv e d .  In  
th e  t h e o l o g i c a l  s e c t i o n s ,  th e  g r e a t  Gods a r e  c o n c e iv e d  i n  a p a n t h e i s t i c  
s e n se  a s  i n d e t e r m in a t e  e s s e n c e s ,  t h e  ground o f  th e  u n i v e r s e  and e v e ry  
b e in g ,  t h a t  p r e d e te r m in e  a l l  a c t i o n s ;  and in  t h i s  way th e y  g u a ra n te e  th e  
f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  t r i p l e - w o r l d .  The e f f e c t  f o r  man i s  e i t h e r  to  re d u c e  
him to  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  a c o n t r o l l e d  and p o w e r le s s  p u p p e t ,  o r  to  e n t i r e l y  
compromise th e  i d e a  o f  man as  a s e p a r a t e  and r e a l  e n t i t y  l e t  a lo n e  a 
f r e e  one . In  th e  m ythology and le g e n d s  th e  g r e a t  Gods a r e  c o n c e iv e d  o f  
a s  t h o ro u g h ly  an th ro p o m o rp h ic  b e in g s  who, i t  must be s a i d ,  p la y  th e  p a r t  
o f  n o t  a lw ays  v e ry  v i g i l a n t  g u a r d i a n s ,  b e in g  so p r e o c c u p ie d  w i th  t h e i r  
own c o n c e rn s  t h a t  th e  yd e  t r i p l e - w o r l d  i s  b ro u g h t  to  th e  v e rg e  o f  r u i n  
b e f o r e  th e y  r e a c t .  N e v e r th e l e s s ,  th e y  do a lw ays e v e n t u a l l y  r e a c t  and 
th ro u g h  t h e i r  commands and p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  th e y  p ro ce e d  to  p r e ­
d e te rm in e  o n ly  th e  e s s e n t i a l  e v e n ts  t h a t  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  to  p r e s e r v e  o r d e r .
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The e f f e c t  f o r  man i s  t o  r e s t r i c t  h i s  f reedom , b u t  n o t  t o  e x c lu d e  i t .
For ou r  Epic  m y t h o l o g i s t s , i t  c e r t a i n l y  d id  n o t  f o l l o w  t h a t  j u s t  be ­
cause  God r e a d i l y  and f r e q u e n t l y  i n t e r v e n e d  i n  human a f f a i r s ,  man had 
no freedom  and human a c t i o n  was m e a n in g le s s .
More d i f f i c u l t  t o  a s s e s s  i s  t h e  p r e d e te r m in in g  r o l e  o f  such  
p e r s o n a l i s e d  a b s t r a c t i o n s  as  th e  P l a c e r ,  th e  O rd a in e r  and th e  R u le r ,  who 
p la y  v e ry  s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t s  i n  th e  p ro c e e d in g s  o f  t h e  Mahabharata.
W hether, i n  any p a r t i c u l a r  c o n t e x t ,  th e y  a r e  c o n s id e r e d  to  be Vedic gods 
o f  o l d ,  in d e p e n d e n t  d i v i n i t i e s  i n  t h e i r  own r i g h t ,  e p i t h e t s  o f  th e  g r e a t  
Gods, o r  a s  im p e r s o n a l  f a t e  t h i n l y  v e i l e d ,  th e y  a r e  o f t e n  p o r t r a y e d  as 
e x e r c i s i n g  a h ig h  d e g re e  o f  p r e d e te r m in in g  power i n  t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  th e  
t r i p l e - w o r l d ,  and n o t  seldom  as  d e te rm in in g  a l l  a c t i o n s  and e v e n t s .
T h is  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  c a se  where t h e  c o n te x t  i s  one o f  m i s f o r t u n e ,  
a d v e r s i t y  o r  g r i e f .  Where t h e s e  a b s t r a c t i o n s  a r e  a p p a r e n t  e p i t h e t s  
f o r  th e  g r e a t  Gods, i t  i s  a s  i f  d e v o te e s ,  r e l u c t a n t  d i r e c t l y  to  blame 
t h e i r  chosen  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e  d i v i n e ,  p r e f e r r e d  to  have  r e c o u r s e  to  a 
b a r e l y  d i s g u i s e d  e p i t h e t .  W hatever th e  c a s e ,  a f t e r  exam in ing  from a l l  
a n g le s  th e  more ex trem e  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  v iew , ou r  Ep ic  a u th o r s  seem to  
f i n d  l i t t l e  f a v o u r  w i th  i t .  D r a u p a d l 's  v iew s a r e  condemned as h e r e t i c a l .  
They a r e  b o th  d e s t r u c t i v e  o f  dharma and b lasphem ous to w ard s  th e  P l a c e r .
I t  i s  a rg u ed  t h a t  th e  P l a c e r ,  f a r  from a c t i n g  c a p r i c i o u s l y ,  m ere ly  
d i s t r i b u t e s  th e  c o n seq u e n c e s  o f  t h e  a c t s  o f  m o r t a l s .  T h i s ,  th ough , i s  
one o f  th e  v e ry  few a t t e m p t s  i n  th e  Mahabharata to  r e c o n c i l e  th e  d o c t r i n e  
o f  karma w i th  th e  supreme power o f  God. I t  i s  a l s o  s u r e l y  n o t  w i th o u t  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  t h a t  t h e  main p r e s e n t e r s  of th e  v iew  t h a t  a l l  i s  p r e ­
d e te rm in e d  by th e  P l a c e r  a r e  a woman (D raupad i)  and a demon (N am uci) .
But t h e  a t t e n t i o n  g iv e n  to  t h i s  v iew  would s u g g e s t  t h a t  f o r  many i t  most 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  e x p la in e d  t h e i r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  and e x p e r i e n c e  o f  th e  w orld  
a round  them.
The id e a  t h a t  th e  d e s t i n y  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  c o n t r o l l e d  from th e  
beyond by th e  im p e r s o n a l  f o r c e s  o f  f a t e  and Time a l s o  f e a t u r e s  p ro m in e n t ly  
i n  th e  Mahabharata. A d m i t t e d ly ,  g iv e n  th e  i m p r e c i s io n  i n  th e  term s 
u s e d ,  i t  i s  n o t  a lw ays  p o s s i b l e  to  be c e r t a i n  i n  e v e ry  c i r c u m s ta n c e  
w h e th e r  we have a c a s e  o f  p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  o r  f a t e  p u re  and s im p le .  N ever­
t h e l e s s ,  i n  many c a s e s  th e  em phasis  i s  overw he lm ing ly  on th e  f a c t  o f  
human bondage to  o u t s i d e  f o r c e s ,  and th e  n a tu r e  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  i s  c l e a r l y  
im p e rso n a l  o r  i s  l e f t  l a r g e l y  i n d e t e r m in a t e .  The im p e r s o n a l  n a tu r e  of  
t h e s e  f o r c e s  i s  m ost c l e a r l y  and th o ro u g h ly  i n d i c a t e d  i n  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n s
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o f  th e  power o f  Time. B ut, as  we have s e e n ,  even  w i th  th e  common te rm  
daiva -  an a d j e c t i v a l  form o f  deva o r  god, w hich  l i t e r a l l y  t r a n s l a t e s  
a s  ’ th e  d i v i n e 1 -  where th e  em phasis  i s  on human bondage , th e  c o n te x t  
l e a v e s  l i t t l e  d o u b t  t h a t  what i s  m eant i s  a f o r c e  t h a t  i s  beyond human 
b e in g s  and t h a t  i s  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  th e  c o n t r o l  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  God, o r  
th e  gods i n  g e n e r a l .  In  th e s e  c a s e s ,  no d e i t y  can be s a i d  to  a p p r o p r i a t e  
th e  f o r c e ,  own i t  o r  be i d e n t i c a l  w i th  i t .  We c o u ld ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  w ish  
t h a t  th e  Ep ic  s a g e s  had chosen  to  e x p lo r e  more t h o ro u g h ly  th e  n a t u r e  and 
o r i g i n  o f  t h e s e  o u t s i d e  im p e rso n a l  f o r c e s ;  b u t  t h i s  th e y  do n o t  do. 
I n s t e a d  th e  em phasis  i s  more on man’ s bondage . P e rh ap s  t h i s  was a 
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  f a t e  a r e  by n a t u r e  m y s te r io u s  and beyond 
c lo s e  d e f i n i t i o n .
We may c o n c lu d e  t h a t  b e l i e f  in  t h e  power o f  im p e r s o n a l  f a t e  was n o t  
e x t in g u i s h e d  -  as  m igh t  p e rh a p s  be e x p e c te d  -  a s  th e  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  th e  
g r e a t  Gods r o s e .  There can  be no doub t t h a t ,  a s  th e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n  
e v o lv e d ,  many o f  t h e  o l d e r  id e a s  c o n c e rn in g  f a t e ,  chance  and d e s t i n y  
were s u b o r d in a te d  to  th e  m igh t o f  th e  g r e a t  p e r s o n a l  Gods, b e in g  i n ­
c o r p o r a te d  as  a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  a l l - e n c o m p a s s in g  power. The 
p ro c e s s  i s  p e rh a p s  m ost im m ed ia te ly  a p p a re n t  w i th  th e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e  
P l a c e r  and O r d a in e r .  The r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s ,  o r  so t h e  t e x t  would s u g g e s t ,  
i s  t h a t  th e  v a g a r i e s  o f  human e x i s t e n c e  -  e s p e c i a l l y  to  do w i th  d e a th ,  
d e s t r u c t i o n ,  m o n s tro u s  m i s f o r t u n e ,  and so on -  c o u ld  be so overw helm ing , 
t h a t  o n ly  an e x p l a n a t i o n  in  term s o f  th e  im p e rso n a l  f o r c e s  o f  f a t e  and 
Time c o u ld  be s u f f i c i e n t l y  s a t i s f y i n g .  At h e a r t ,  t h e  Mahabharata's 
n o t io n s  o f  f a t e  would seem to  be p r i n c i p a l l y  a  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  human f e a r s  
and u n c e r t a i n t i e s .  In  such  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  w h i le  we f i n d  no e v id e n c e  of 
th e  s o r t  o f  c u l t  o f  f a t e  to  be found i n  o t h e r  c u l t u r e s ,  th e  sound of 
th e  no doub t p r i m o r d i a l  id e a s  o f  f a t e  and d e s t i n y ^  may s t i l l  be h e a rd  -  
w h a tev er  th e  p o s i t i o n  a c h ie v e d  by th e  t h e i s t i c  Gods. I n  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  
o f  c r i s i s ,  t h e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  Mahabharata s u g g e s t s  t h e  s t r e n g t h  and 
t e n a c i t y  i n  I n d ia n  s o c i e t y  o f  d e e p - s e a te d  c o n v ic t i o n s  r e g a r d in g  f a t e ,  
chance and d e s t i n y .
From th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  Mahabharata i t  a l s o  em erges t h a t  f a t e  
c o u ld  be c o n c e iv e d  i n  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  and a t  t im es  s u r p r i s i n g ,  ways.
1) For an i n t e r e s t i n g  -  i f  s p e c u l a t i v e  -  a r t i c l e  on th e  n a tu r e  o f
Indo-A ryan  r e l i g i o n ,  i n c l u d in g  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  f a t e ,  see  0 . Schr& der, 
'A ryan  R e l i g i o n ’ , i n  R. H a s t in g s  ( e d . ) ,  E n c y c lo p a e d ia  o f  R e l ig io n  and 
E t h i c s , v o l . 11, p p . 11-57 . We o f  c o u rs e  know n o th in g  o f  p re -A ry a n  
I n d ia n  i d e a s  o f  f a t e .
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There  i s  no one s i n g l e  c o n c e p t  o f  f a t e  i n  th e  t e x t .  In  some c o n te x t s  
i t  i s  i n s c r u t a b l e  and p u r p o s e l e s s ,  and in  o t h e r  i n s t a n c e s  i t  assum es a 
more m o ra l  d im e n s io n ,  f a v o u r in g  th e  good, and p u n i s h in g  th e  bad . The 
id e a  o f  f a t e  and Time e x h i b i t i n g  a m ora l  d im ens ion  may p e rh a p s  sound 
s t r a n g e ,  b u t  th e  t e x t  i t s e l f  has  no d o u b ts .  In  o t h e r  c o n t e x t s ,  f a t e  
and Time (and more e s p e c i a l l y  Time) a r e  c o n s id e r e d  to  be a l l - p o w e r f u l  
and i n e l u c t a b l e ,  d e te rm in in g  each  and ev e ry  e v e n t  and a c t i o n ;  b u t  e l s e ­
where th e y  can be made f a v o u r a b le  o r  even overcome w i th  human e f f o r t  
and e x e r t i o n .  In  a t  l e a s t  one i n s t a n c e ,  th e  f o r c e  o f  Time has  been  made 
th e  mechanism f o r  th e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  karm ic  c o n se q u e n c e s .  But t h i s  i s  
q u i t e  e x c e p t i o n a l .  N orm ally ,  th e  many r e f e r e n c e s  to  f a t e  and Time rem ain  
i n  a s t a t e  o f  u n r e s o lv e d  t e n s i o n  w i th  th e  d o c t r i n e  o f  karm a. The th e o r y  
o f  karma and n o t io n s  o f  f a t e  do s h a r e  a common s t r o n g  p o i n t  i n  t h e i r  
a b i l i t y  to  p ro v id e  an e x p la n a t i o n  f o r  th e  i n e x p l i c a b l e ,  t r a g i c  and 
u n e x p e c te d .  But u n l ik e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  th e  t a l e  o f  th e  h u n te r  and 
th e  s n a k e ,  most Ep ic  c h a r a c t e r s  seem to  have p r e f e r r e d  t h e i r  e x p la n a t i o n s  
i n  te rm s  o f  f a t e  and Time. The r e a s o n  i s  n o t  h a rd  t o  s e e k .  Whereas 
karma i n v i t e d  p e r s o n a l  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  to  f i n d  th e  c a u se  i n  p a s t  d e e d s ,  
w i th  f a t e  th e  blame c o u ld  be c a s t  a t  th e  i n s c r u t a b l e  beyond.
W hile th e  M ahabharata  may f r e e l y  a c c e p t  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  p r e ­
d e s t i n a t i o n  and f a t e ,  i t  m ust be em phasised  t h a t  u n r e s t r a i n e d  f a t a l i s m ,  
o r  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  m o r t a l s  a r e  e n t i r e l y  c o n t r o l l e d  by i n s c r u t a b l e  and 
i n e s c a p a b l e  f o r c e s  from th e  beyond , and sh o u ld  conform  t h e i r  l i f e  
a c c o r d in g l y ,  i s  a  v iew  t h a t  g a in s  l i t t l e  a p p ro v a l  o r  f a v o u r .  And t h e r e  
i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a w o r ld  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een b e l i e f  i n  f a t e  and p r e ­
d e s t i n a t i o n ,  and a c c e p ta n c e  o f  o u t r i g h t  f a t a l i s m .  T h is  i s  p e rh a p s  most 
a p p a re n t  i n  th e  d i s c u s s i o n s  t h a t  we have a n a ly s e d  w hich c o n s id e r  th e  
im p o r ta n c e  o f  f a t e  and human e f f o r t ,  o r  f a t e ,  karm a, and human e f f o r t ,  
and c o n c lu d e  by f i n d i n g  a p l a c e  f o r  each .  On th e  a n a lo g y  o f  th e  p e a s a n t  
t e n d in g  h i s  f i e l d  who was o n ly  to o  aware t h a t  a s u c c e s s f u l  c rop  depended 
on th e  c o m b in a t io n  o f  h i s  e f f o r t  and o u t s i d e  f o r c e s  beyond h i s  c o n t r o l ,  
i n  th e  I n d ia n  v iew  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  th e  power o f  e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s  i n  m o r t a l  
a f f a i r s  d id  n o t  a lw ays mean d e n i a l  o f  th e  power o f  m o r t a l s  to  i n f l u e n c e  
t h e i r  own d e s t i n y .  The d e b a te  was n o t  c o nduc ted  i n  e i t h e r / o r  te rm s as 
te n d e d  to  become th e  c a se  i n  th e  W estern  t r a d i t i o n .
In  v a r i o u s  o t h e r  ways, t h e  a u th o r s  o f  t h e  M ahabharata seem to  be 
c o n s c i o u s ly  i n t e n t  on f o s t e r i n g  a m e n ta l  o u t lo o k  t h a t  i s  d i a m e t r i c a l l y  
opposed to  t h a t  o f  o u t r i g h t  f a t a l i s m .  As we have s e e n ,  th e  Mahabharata
i s  fond  o f  apho rism s  and d i d a c t i c  t a l e s  t h a t  u p h o ld  th e  im p o r tan ce  o f  
human e f f o r t  and e x e r t i o n ,  and a t  t im es  even o p e n ly  d e r i d e  b e l i e f  in  
f a t e .  I t  a l s o  a c c e p t s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  human r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  a g a in  
r e j e c t i n g  e x p la n a t i o n s  i n  te rm s  o f  f a t e  and p r e d e s t i n a t i o n .  And i t  
e x p l i c i t l y  a c c e p t s  t h e  power o f  m o r t a l s  to  o r d e r  t h e  w o r ld  a round  them 
and to  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  own d e s t i n y  th ro u g h  means o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  
a u s t e r i t i e s  {tapas), knowledge and d e v o t io n .  In  th e  Mahabharata, i t  i s  
tapas e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  r a i s e s  m o r t a l s  to  u n p a r a l l e l e d  h e i g h t s  o f  power, 
l o r d i n g  i t  ove r  t h e  o r d in a r y  gods i n  th e  t r i p l e - w o r l d ,  though  n e v e r  th e  
g r e a t  Gods. The f a s c i n a t i o n  i n  In d ia n  m ythology w i th  t h e  m igh ty  deeds 
o f  th e  g r e a t  rsis would seem e s p e c i a l l y  to  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  im p o r tan ce  o f  
power and c o n t r o l  a s  u l t i m a t e  v a lu e s  i n  I n d ia n  th o u g h t .  Through th e  
i n t e n t i o n a l  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  t h e  power o f  tapas, t h e  rsi was a b le  to  t u r n  
th e  t a b l e s  on th e  f o r c e s  a t  l a r g e  i n  th e  w orld  t h a t  o th e r w i s e  m a n ip u la te  
and move him, and t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  t u r n  h i s  l i f e  i n t o  s u f f e r i n g ,  m ise ry  
and d i s t r e s s .  The o t h e r - w o r l d l y  nivrtti rsis, d i s m i s s i n g  th e  im p o r tan ce  
and meaning o f  w o r ld ly  l i f e ,  draw upon t h e i r  a c c u m u la te d  power to  c o n t r o l ,  
overcome, and f i n a l l y  e sc a p e  e a r t h l y  bondage. The more t h i s - w o r l d l y  
pravrtti rsis ,  p u r s u in g  th e  f o u r  s t a g e s  o f  l i f e ,  u se  t h e i r  accum ula ted  
power n o t  to  e sca p e  th e  h o ld  o f  e x i s t e n c e  b u t  t o  d o m in a te ,  conquer and 
c o n t r o l  i t .  In  th e  m ytho logy  o f  th e  rsis ,  th e  E p ic  a u th o r s  seem i n t e n t  
on e x p lo r in g  how man can  overcome th e  f e e l i n g  t h a t ,  th row n i n t o  a w orld  
t h a t  i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  and c a l l o u s ,  h i s  l i f e  i s  b r i e f ,  p o w e r le s s ,  and doomed. 
For i n  t h i s  m ytho logy  man c a n ,  w i th  th e  n e c e s s a r y  e f f o r t ,  g a rn e r  th e  
power t h a t  t r a n s f o r m s  him from  an o b j e c t  o f  m a n i p u la t io n  by o u t s i d e  
f o r c e s  to  b e in g  th e  m a n ip u la to r  o f  th e s e  f o r c e s  h i m s e l f .  Only th e  g r e a t  
Gods e sca p e  m an 's  c o n t r o l .  However, w i th  th e  r i s e  to  im p o r ta n c e  o f  
bhakti w hich i s  e v id e n t  i n  t h e  E p ic ,  th e  t r e n d  i s  a l r e a d y  t h e r e  f o r  
th e  power pendulum to  swing b ack  more tow ards  th e  d i v in e  w i th  a 
c o r r e s p o n d in g  d im in u t io n  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of  man; a f a c t  which i s  v e ry  
e v id e n t  i n  th e  Bhagavadgita.
While th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  Bhagavadgita i s  n o t  d i r e c t l y  con cern ed  w i th  
th e  p rob lem  o f  th e  m e a n in g fu ln e s s  o f  human a c t i o n ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s  what he 
does have to  say  i s  o f  im p o r ta n c e .  In  p a r t ,  t h i s  i s  b e c au se  o f  th e  
s p e c i a l  p o s i t i o n  th e  Gita came to  occupy i n  th e  Hindu t r a d i t i o n ,  b u t  
a l s o  b e c au se  i t  p u l l s  t o g e t h e r  i n t o  one s h o r t  and ( r e l a t i v e l y )  t i d y  t e x t  
many o f  th e  prob lem s t h a t  a r e  much more d i f f u s e l y  c o n s id e r e d  th ro u g h o u t  
t h e  Mahabharata. I n d e e d ,  i n  many ways th e  Bhagavadgita s ta n d s  a s  a s o r t  
o f  p r o f e s s o r i a l  l e c t u r e  on th e  r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  E p ic .  In  t h i s  c h a p te r ,
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we have p r e s e n t e d  a new argum ent t h a t  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  p r e v io u s  a u th o r s  
to  f i n d  th e  G i ta 1s answ er to  th e  p rob lem  o f  f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l  a r e  
e s s e n t i a l l y  m is g u id e d ,  f o r  th e  Gita o f f e r s  v a r i o u s  a n sw e rs ,  a l l  o f  w hich 
a c c e p t  i n  v a r y in g  d e g re e s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  human e f f o r t  and th e  a b i l i t y  
o f  m o r t a l s  to  d i r e c t  t h e i r  own d e s t i n y .  The a u th o r  o f  th e  Gita, we have 
a rg u e d ,  seems to  have fa v o u re d  th e  bhakti s o l u t i o n  w i th  i t s  g r e a t e r  
r e l i a n c e  on G od 's  e f f o r t  and c o r r e s p o n d in g ly  d im in is h e d  r e l i a n c e  on human 
e f f o r t .  T h e o r e t i c a l l y  man was s t i l l  c a p a b le  o f  c h o o s in g  and a t t a i n i n g  
s a l v a t i o n  th ro u g h  h i s  own u n a id e d  e f f o r t ,  b u t  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  p u rp o se  
i n  p u r s u in g  t h i s  c o u rs e  f o r  th e  s t r u g g l e  was so g r e a t  and G od 's  s a v in g  
g rac e  so r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  to  th o s e  who o f f e r e d  t h e i r  lo v in g  d e v o t io n .  
However, we have  a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  Gita, n o t  w i th o u t  i r o n y ,  
e f f e c t i v e l y  underm ined  h i s  own p r e f e r r e d  s o l u t i o n  o u t  o f  a d e s i r e  to  
b u i l d  up a t  a l l  c o s t s  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  h i s  v iew  o f  a p e r s o n a l  God -  t h i s  
b e in g  a c r i t i c a l  p a r t  o f  th e  Gita, 1 s answ er to  t h e  con tem pora ry  c r i s i s  
i n  th e  o r th o d o x  t r a d i t i o n .
P e rh ap s  t h e  most s t r i k i n g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  o u r  a n a l y s i s  i s  th e  
Mahabharata1s ob v io u s  p r e p a r e d n e s s  to  g iv e  an  a i r i n g  to  a l l  p o s s i b l e  
s o l u t i o n s  to  th e  p rob lem . While t h i s  i s  i n  k e e p in g  w i th  th e  n a t u r e  o f  
th e  E p ic ,  th e  p ro b lem , which u l t i m a t e l y  c o n c e rn s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  
man and th e  w o r ld ,  i s  by i t s  v e ry  n a t u r e  i n t r a c t a b l e ,  and c e r t a i n l y  more 
p r o d u c t iv e  o f  v iew s th a n  o f  c o n c lu s i o n s .  When c o n s id e r in g  th e  Maha- 
bharata1s a p p ro a c h ,  i t  i s  M i l t o n ' s  b r i l l i a n t  p a ro d y  o f  th e  W estern  d e b a te  
c o n ta in e d  i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p a s t im e s  o f  th e  f a l l e n
a n g e l s ,  t h a t  m ost r e a d i l y  comes to  mind:
( th e y )  r e a s o n e d  h ig h  
Of p r o v id e n c e ,  fo re k n o w le d g e ,  w i l l  and f a t e ,
F ix e d  f a t e ,  f r e e - w i l l ,  fo reknow ledge  a b s o l u t e ,
And found no end, i n  w ander ing  mazes l o s t . ^
To be f a i r ,  th o u g h ,  th e  Mahabharata1s d e b a te  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  l o s t  i n  a
maze. D e s p i te  t h e  v e ry  wide v a r i e t y  o f  v iew s to  be found i n  th e  Mahabharata
on th e  p rob lem  o f  f a t e  and f r e e - w i l l ,  i t  i s  t h e  c o n s i s t e n t ,  a l b e i t  v a r y i n g ,  
em phasis  p l a c e d  by I n d ia n  t h i n k e r s  upon th e  im p o r ta n c e  and m e a n in g fu ln e s s  
of human e f f o r t  and freedom  t h a t  m ost s t a n d s  o u t .  Given H in d u ism 's
1) P a r a d i s e  L o s t ,  2 .5 5 8 -6 1  i n  J .  Carey and A. Fow ler ( e d s . )  The Poems 
o f  John  M i l to n .
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g e n e r a l  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  f a t a l i s m ,  i t  i s  a p o i n t  o f  some im p o r ta n c e .  I f  
we a s k  o u r s e l v e s  why t h i s  was s o ,  t h e  answer would seem to  l i e  p r i n c i p a l l y  
w i th  th e  e s s e n t i a l  co n c e rn  i n  Hindu c u l t u r e  f o r  moksa and dharma , th e  
u l t i m a t e  v a lu e s  d i s c u s s e d  above w hich  e f f e c t i v e l y  p r e - d i s p o s e d  Hindu 
t h i n k e r s  tow ards  p l a c i n g  a h ig h  v a lu e  upon power, c o n t r o l  and freedom .
For W estern  th o u g h t ,  w i th  i t s  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  s y s t e m a t i c  d i s c u s s i o n  
and f i r m  c o n c lu s i o n s ,  th e  a p p ro a c h  a d o p te d  by th e  M ahabharata may w e l l  
p ro v id e  f r u s t r a t i o n  and even i r r i t a t i o n .  But a s  one p e r c e p t i v e  o b s e rv e r  
has  n o te d  o f  I n d ia n  m ytho logy , i t  i s  t h e  ’u n tram m elled  v a r i e t y  and 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n '  t h a t  ' c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  p e c u l i a r  charm and s t r e n g t h  o f  th e  
Hindu w o r l d - v i e w ' .  ^ For t h e i r  i n t e n d e d  a u d ie n c e  i t  i s  no doubt a v i r t u e  
o f  th e  Epic t h i n k e r s  t h a t  th e y  c o n te m p la te  th e  p rob lem  o f  m an 's  r e l a t i o n ­
s h ip  to  th e  w o r ld  more w i th  th e  i n n o c e n t ,  o r  even p o s s i b l y  n a i v e ,  eye o f  
th e  m y th o lo g i s t  th a n  th e  more s t r i c t l y  a n a l y t i c a l  a p p ro a c h  o f  th e  
p h i lo s o p h e r .  And f o r  th e  h i s t o r i a n  o f  i d e a s ,  th e  r e s u l t  i s  an u n d e n ia b ly  
r i c h  and f a s c i n a t i n g  m ix tu r e .
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